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FOR A CULTURE IN CRISIS 


Crisis is an overused word, but it is not 
too strong a description of contemporary 
Western society. Moral drift and confu- 
sion. Disintegration of the family and sexual 
mores. Rampant loneliness, depression, and 
boredom with life. Vapid and shrill political 
discourse. Preoccupation with the trite and 
trivial. Obsession with personal happiness. 
All this is the result, says J. P. Moreland, of our 
culture’s embrace of two influential world- 
views: scientific naturalism and postmodern- 
ism. At the same time, the biblical worldview, 
the only hope for the world, has been pushed 
to the margins. 


Sadly, the church and its people have also 
been strongly influenced by these trends. The 
result is that the personal lives of Christians 
often reflect the surrounding culture more 
than the way of Christ, showing little evi- 
dence of the power of the gospel. Moreover, 
the church’s transforming influence on soci- 
ety has waned. Many sense there is a problem, 
but the way forward seems murky. 


In Kingdom Triangle, Moreland issues a twenty- 
first-century Christian manifesto for recap- 
turing the drama and power of Kingdom 
living. In Part 1, he examines and provides 
penetrating critique of the naturalistic and 
postmodern worldviews. He shows how they 
have come to shape our cultural institutions 
and usher in the current societal crisis. 


Moreland is not devoid of hope, however. In 
Part 2, he lays out a strategy for the Christian 
community to regain the potency of Kingdom 
life and influence in the world. Drawing 
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insights from the book of Acts and the early 
church, he outlines three ingredients of the 
Kingdom Triangle: 

The recovery of the importance of the 


Christian mind 
u.a 
The renovation of the heart and 
spiritual formation 
E E u 
The restoration of the power of the Holy Spirit 
at the center of the Christian life 


He believes that evangelical Christianity can 
mature and lead the surrounding society out 
of the meaningless morass it finds itself in. 
As Moreland writes in the preface, “I want 
to foment a revolution of Evangelical life.... 
My purpose is to mobilize, inspire, envision, 
and instruct an army of men and women for a 
revolution on behalf of the cause of Christ” 


J. P. MORELAND is 
one of the leading evan- 
gelical thinkers of our 
day. He is distinguished 
professor of philoso- 
phy at Talbot School of 
Theology and direc- 
tor of Eidos Christian 
Center. With degrees 
in philosophy, theol- 
ogy, and chemistry, Dr. 
Moreland has taught theology and philosophy 
at several schools throughout the U.S. He has 
authored or coauthored many books, includ- 
ing Philosophical Foundations for a Christian 
Worldview, Scaling the Secular City, Does God Exist? 
The Lost Virtue of Happiness, and Body and Soul. 
He is coeditor of Jesus under Fire and a frequent 
contributor to popular Christian magazines 
and scholarly journals. Dr. Moreland served ten 
years with Campus Crusade for Christ, planted 
two churches, and has spoken on over 200 col- 
lege campuses and in hundreds of churches, 
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Western culture is dominated by scientific naturalism and postmodernism. Christians 
have not been free from these influences, to the great detriment of transformed and trans- 
forming Christian discipleship. In Kingdom Triangle, respected thinker J. P. Moreland provides 
a hard-hitting analysis and critique of these powerful influences and their impact. 


Not content with hand-wringing, Moreland offers a three-pronged approach forward 
for Christians and the church to recover a biblical worldview, and with it, the potency of 
Kingdom living and a revolutionary impact on the world. Here is an important book you 
will want to read by yourself and with people in your circle of influence. 


“I profited greatly from reading the Kingdom Triangle ... It will lead to a very 
healthy discussion that is much needed within the evangelical church.” 
—Chuck Colson, founder, Prison Fellowship 


“Here’s a compelling call for renewing the mind, replenishing the soul, and releas- 
ing the Spirit. This is vintage Moreland: passionate, practical, well-reasoned, and 
ultimately hopeful. It’s an important book that must not be ignored.” 

— Lee Strobel, author, The Case for the Real Jesus 


“Gutsy ... Passion fills every page .-. Not everyone will agree with everything 
[Moreland] says, but all will be challenged to think through their views and values. 
Kingdom Triangle is highly recommended. Strap yourself in and get ready for a 
great ride!” 

—Daniel B. Wallace, coauthor of 
Reinventing Jesus: How Contemporary Skeptics 


Miss the Real Jesus and Mislead Popular Culture 


“J. P. Moreland reveals the hunger in each of us to be part of a grander story ... A 
powerful assessment of the Western church and cultural climate with pr actical, com- 
passionate insights for the Christian journey.” 

—Ravi Zacharias, author and speaker 
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What are people saying about Kingdom Triangle? 


I profited greatly from reading Kingdom Triangle. J. P. Moreland is one of the 
keenest thinkers of our day; in this book he will challenge you and in the surprise 
ending perhaps provoke you. But if so it will lead to a very healthy discussion that is 
much needed within the evangelical church. A fine and thoughtful piece of work. 


— Chuck Colson, founder, Prison Fellowship 


Here’s a compelling call for renewing the mind, replenishing the soul, and releasing 
the Spirit. This is vintage Moreland: passionate, practical, well-reasoned, and 
ultimately hopeful. It’s an important book that must not be ignored. 


—Lee Strobel, author, The Case for the Real Jesus 


J. P. Moreland has a first class mind and a heart to match. I have watched him enter 
more deeply into the things of God’s Kingdom over the past four years. Kingdom 
Triangle is an astute analysis of our culture and its mindset and a profound way 
forward, within it, for the evangelical church. I highly recommend it. 


— Lance Pittluck, senior pastor of the Vineyard Church of Anaheim 


J. P. Moreland reveals the hunger in each of us to be part of a grander story and 
systematically shows how postmodernism and naturalism fail to adequately address 
this hunger and to offer a coherent way of living. Moreover, he wisely observes 
that too often followers of Christ live as postmodernists and naturalists, lacking 
expectancy of God’s intervention and the knowledge and spiritual formation 
necessary for true transformation. A powerful assessment of the Western church 
and cultural climate with practical, compassionate insights for the Christian 
journey. 


— Ravi Zacharias, author and speaker 


Moreland does an outstanding job challenging the believer to pursue 
happiness—not in the sense that our 21st century defines it, but rather in the 
classic sense. He takes the reader on a journey to pursue a life that is well lived, 
consisting of virtue and character, and one that manifests wisdom, kindness, and 
goodness. He maps out strategies for this journey with the ultimate end not being 
pleasurable satisfaction but instead, an end containing a deep sense of well-being. 


— Ken Smitherman, president, Association of 
Christian Schools International 


This book is gutsy. As I was reading it, I felt like the proverbial frog in the 
simmering water getting a wake-up call about my spiritual life. This is a book that 
is, paradoxically, hard to put down and yet difficult to get through. J. P. points the 
long, bony finger of truth into the crevices of my mind, heart, and soul. This is a 
no-holes-barred tome on real spirituality. J. P. lays out an agenda for becoming a 
holistic Christian, and in so doing, he dons the garb of philosopher, psychologist, 
and pastor. Passion fills every page. You know that he lives this message! Not 
everyone will agree with everything that he says, but all will be challenged to think 
through their views and values. Kingdom Triangle is highly recommended. Strap 
yourself in and get ready for a great ride! 
— Daniel B. Wallace, executive director, Center for the 
Study of New Testament Manuscripts; co-author, 
Reinventing Jesus: How Contemporary Skeptics Miss 
the Real Jesus and Mislead Popular Culture 
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FOREWORD 


. P. Moreland helps us position ourselves for effective action on a num- 
Jie: of issues vital to Christian faith in our times. Those issues gather 
around the one central question of whether or not the follower of Jesus has 
unique and indispensable knowledge to guide human beings today into 
life that is “life indeed.” This is a book about Christian knowledge. 

Knowledge has a unique and irreplaceable function in human life. 
Unlike any other human capacity, it authorizes individuals to act, to direct, 
and to teach, and the lack thereof disqualifies one in those same respects. 
This role of knowledge in human life is as ancient as humanity itself and 
still sustains itself throughout practical life, no matter what views may be 
aired in circles thought to be sophisticated. 

You have knowledge of a certain subject matter when you are capable 
of representing it as it is on an appropriate basis of thought and experi- 
ence. Providing that basis is the function of study, training, and—so one - 
hopes— of education. Knowledge therefore lays the foundation for confi- 
dent and successful dealings with reality and, as such, is one of the most 
precious things one can acquire. People “perish for lack of knowledge,” as 
the Bible tells us, precisely because, without it, disastrous encounters, or 
lack of encounters, with reality are certain to occur; most importantly, 
they occur with reference to God, God’s Kingdom, and any possibilities 
for an eternal kind of living. 

Through most of Western history those identified with Christian- 
ity—in short, “the church” —were thought, and thought themselves, to 
possess a unique and indispensable body of knowledge about human life. 
This body of knowledge included specific teachings about how to live in 
God’s universe in such a way that one would have a good or “blessed” life 
and become a truly good person, forever. This body of knowledge was 
thought accredited not only by special interventions of God into human 
history, but also, in many respects, by ordinary human thought and expe- 
rience. 

Because of a complicated sequence of processes and events, this posi- 
tion of “the church” as possessing and communicating such a body of 
knowledge about reality and human life was historically negotiated away. 
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Today you will find few among Christian leaders, even in Christian “higher 
education,” who are prepared to say loudly in their professional contexts 
that their institutions are in possession of a body of knowledge for life that 
secular organizations do not have; much less will they teach what they 
teach as knowledge. 

The causation back of all this is complicated. For one thing, the devel- 
opment of Christian traditions has managed to bring knowledge into 
opposition to faith and grace. But the valid contrast to faith is not knowl- 
edge, but “sight” or sense perception. In emphasizing that faith comes 
through grace, we must not make the mistake of thinking faith does not 
amount to insight into reality or that it has no involvement with “appro- 
priate” thought and experience on the human side. Grace does not elimi- 
nate intelligent effort, though it does eliminate earning. 

The “secular” world has, for its part, been busy redefining “knowl- 
edge” in such a way that knowledge of God and of the spiritual life are 
impossible. “Not scientific,” and so forth! Of course, with that, almost 
everything of fundamental importance to human existence has also been 
eliminated from the field of “knowledge.” Given what knowledge really is 
and does, however, that could not be tolerated. The “postmodern” reaction 
is to insist that “scientific” knowledge also is not knowledge in the tradi- 
tional sense, involving truth and reality. Everything we call knowledge is 
considered, in that reaction, to be just a human construct for negotiating 
life within the range of present concerns. So all that is really left is politics 
and power. Political correctness is the only correctness left, and it is not 
a matter of being right, but of winning. The “best man” is always the one 
who wins. There’s no other standard. That is pretty much where we stand 
today, even in many segments of the church. 

If you will carefully work your way into what Moreland has to say about 
knowledge, you will be prepared to profit from his discussions of spiritual 
formation into Christlikeness and of the life of Kingdom empowerment, the 
other two points in his “Kingdom triangle.” The knowledge issue comes 
first, for otherwise practicing Kingdom living will look weird and unap- 
proachable. You have to understand that you are in a domain of reality and 
trustworthy knowledge, tested by multiplied thousands of pilgrims before 
you. Otherwise you will not be able sensibly and experimentally to begin 
to learn simple Kingdom life under the personal direction of Jesus. It is by 
stepping experientially into the practices of spiritual transformation and 
into the “with God” life of power beyond yourself that all the truths about 
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God and his Kingdom become truths about your actual existence. This is 
how you seek and find the Kingdom of God and his righteousness. 

With clear insight and lucid explanations, Moreland puts the thought- 
ful Christian in a position to understand the issues swirling about us today 
and to return to a responsible presentation of “the way of Christ” as a way 
of knowledge, with all the rights and responsibilities accruing thereto. No 
one is better prepared by thought and experience to do this than More- 
land. He writes for the nonspecialist, but the points hold up under the 
most thorough and critical examination. He knows about knowledge and 
about knowledge of the way of Christ. It is his life. 


DALLAS WILLARD 
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PREFACE 


he year 1974 was declared the Year of the Evangelical. Apparently no one 

was listening. The year came and went as our culture continued slouch- 
ing towards Gomorrah. Fast forward to 2007. Islamic terrorism threatens 
our borders, our political discourse is shrill and spoken in sound bites, 
and an epidemic of pornography addiction threatens the very possibility of 
healthy relationships between men and women. People have to think twice 
about whether saving aborted babies or snail darters is more important. We 
can’t agree about the sexual makeup of a flourishing family. 

Spirituality is in, but no one knows which form to embrace. Indeed, the 
very idea that one form may be better than another seems arrogant and 
intolerant. A flat stomach is of greater value than a mature character. The 
makeup man is more important than the speech writer. People listen, or 
pretend to listen, to what actors —actors! —have to say! Western Civ had 
to go, and along with it, the possibility of getting a robust university edu- 
cation. Why? Because political correctness so rules our universities that 
they are now places of secular indoctrination, and one is hard-pressed to 
find serious classroom interaction from various perspectives on the cru- 
cial issues of our day. The DaVinci Code—I just can’t go there. 

What are we to do? In 1974, we Evangelicals were not ready to step 
into the vacuum and lead our culture to higher ground. And because the 
1960s revolution had not been around long enough to do its damage, the 
culture was still living on the borrowed capital of a Christian worldview 
and could not sense the urgency to return to the faith once for all delivered 
to the saints. Today, we stand at a crossroad in the American Evangelical 
church. Since the mid 1800s, there has never been a greater window of 
opportunity for us to seize the moment and, by our lives and thought, to 
show our culture the way forward. Now is the time for us to stop being 
thirty years behind the times. Now is the time for us to gather our confi- 
dence and lead. 

Signs indicate we are gaining momentum and may well be ready to 
manifest our Lord’s true character in a way appropriate to the crisis of our 
age. Our Christian schools are already outperforming our secular coun- 
terparts. More and more churches are recovering our rightful role in racial 
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reconciliation, in caring for the poor, and in being a presence of light in 
a dark place. There is a growing dissatisfaction with playing church. The 
Intelligent Design movement cannot be stopped. Christians have substan- 
tially recaptured lost ground in the discipline of philosophy in universities 
around our land. Rumors of miracles are starting to trickle out of our 
churches. We are figuring out that the Holy Spirit didn’t die when the 
apostle John was martyred. Tools for spiritual formation are available as 
never before in my lifetime. 

But the way forward is often murky to us, and in the pages to follow I 
want to shed light on the crisis of our age and the way out. I hope to pro- 
vide an understanding of the times that will give you the courage to believe 
that a return to Jesus and life in his Kingdom is the only solution to this 
crisis. I also want to give you eyes to see the worldview issues that under- 
lie the news, the entertainment industry, and the chaos and confusion 
all around us. Finally, I hope to envision for you and your church what I 
call the Kingdom Triangle—the essential ingredients for the maturation 
of the Evangelical community and the profundity of its presence in the 
general culture. 

Because it may appear presumptuous for me to speak on these matters, 
permit me for a moment to speak as if insane (when Paul boasted to defend 
his right to speak with authority, he said he spoke “as if insane”; cf. 2 Cor. 
11:23). I came to Jesus in 1968 in the midst of the sixties but more impor- 
tantly in the center of the Jesus movement. I served with Campus Crusade for 
ten years and planted two Crusade ministries, including opening the min- 
istry in the state of Vermont. Educationally, I was honored to study under 
Howard Hendricks during my Th.M. studies at Dallas Theological Seminary. 
Subsequently, I studied under Dallas Willard during my Ph.D. work in phi- 
losophy at the University of Southern California, and Dallas and Jane Willard 
have been mentors to my wife, Hope, and me for twenty-five years. 

I have been in the ministry for thirty-seven years, I have planted two 
churches and pastored in two others, and my pastoral duties have ranged 
from the learning center, to small group leader, to pastor-teacher. I have 
spoken on around two hundred college campuses and in hundreds of 
churches in forty or so states, I have participated in twenty-five debates, 
and I have taught in three different seminaries over the course of twenty- 
seven years. 

I am painfully aware of my inadequacies, and there is a scared little boy 
in me just as there may be a scared little boy or girl in you. I have been in 
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Christian therapy for three years and know many of my limitations (one 
of my limitations is that I don’t know all of them!). My thirty-nine years 
of Christian experiences, study, and passion for God, along with count- 
less hours of discussion with non-Christian thinkers and other Christian 
leaders, have given me enough of a background that I am starting to have 
something meaningful to say. Of course, you will be the judge of whether 
this book is among those meaningful assertions! But I cannot in good con- 
science before the Lord remain quiet about what I am seeing and thinking 
regarding the health and future of our community. 

While I am at bottom an advocate of mere Christianity and, thus, have 
much in common with conservative Catholics and Orthodox believers, I 
am also convinced that Evangelical Protestantism of a supernatural kind 
is the best expression of Christianity available. Besides, no one listens to 
me outside that community! So I offer my community my deepest reflec- 
tions on the crisis of our age and the way forward. I have done my best 
to be faithful to the message exploding out of me, and I regret that there 
are many things I have omitted. May God have mercy on me and on all 
of us! 

With this in mind, I challenge you to gather into groups of fellow 
believers, to read and argue about the ideas that follow, and to find ways 
to put into practice the ideas you judge true and worthy. I hope that entire 
churches and parachurch groups will take this manifesto seriously. If you 
discover a more effective way forward as a result, then to God be the glory. 
After all, I have been mistaken before. In fact, I once thought I was mis- 
taken about something, but later found out I was wrong. That fact alone 
guarantees that there is at least one mistake in this book. 

I want to foment a revolution of Evangelical life, spirituality, thought, 
and Spirit-lead power. My purpose is to mobilize, inspire, envision, and 
instruct an army of men and women for a revolution on behalf of Christ. 
If this book contributes to that revolution, I will be thankful indeed. Make 
no mistake about it: The crisis of our age requires nothing less than a revo- 
lution of those who live in, proclaim, and seek to advance the Kingdom 
that was not made with hands. 


PART 1 


ASSESSING THE CRISIS OF 


OUR AGE 


CHAPTER 1 


THE HUNGER FOR DRAMA IN A THIN WORLD 


HE Roseveare is a physician from Northern Ireland who has served 
as a medical missionary in Zaire, Africa, and the surrounding region 
for some time. Here, in her own words, is an eyewitness account about a 
hot water bottle. I would love to sit down with you and ask your honest, 
unfiltered reaction to this story. Your response would tell me a lot about 
you— specifically, whether you believe the naturalist, the postmodernist, 
or the Christian story. But I’m getting ahead of myself. These vastly differ- 
ent perspectives will be the focus of the next three chapters. For now, here 
is what Dr. Roseveare heard and saw. It’s a bit long, but as you will soon 
see, it’s well worth the time. 


One night, in Central Africa, I had worked hard to help a mother in 
the labor ward; but in spite of all that we could do, she died leaving us 
with a tiny, premature baby and a crying, two-year-old daughter. 

We would have difficulty keeping the baby alive. We had no incu- 
bator. We had no electricity to run an incubator, and no special feeding 
facilities. Although we lived on the equator, nights were often chilly 
with treacherous drafts. 

A student-midwife went for the box we had for such babies and for 
the cotton wool that the baby would be wrapped in. Another went to 
stoke up the fire and fill a hot water bottle. She came back shortly, in 
distress, to tell me that in filling the bottle, it had burst. Rubber per- 
ishes easily in tropical climates. “... and it is our last hot water bottle!” 
she exclaimed. As in the West, it is no good crying over spilled milk; 
so, in Central Africa it might be considered no good crying over a 
burst water bottle. They do not grow on trees, and there are no drug- 
stores down forest pathways. “All right,” I said, “Put the baby as near 
the fire as you safely can; sleep between the baby and the door to keep 
it free from drafts. Your job is to keep the baby warm.” 
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The following noon, as I did most days, I went to have prayers with 
many of the orphanage children who chose to gather with me. I gave the 
youngsters various suggestions of things to pray about and told them 
about the tiny baby. I explained our problem about keeping the baby 
warm enough, mentioning the hot water bottle. The baby could so easily 
die if it got chilled. I also told them about the two-year-old sister, crying 
because her mother had died. During the prayer time, one ten-year-old 
girl, Ruth, prayed with the usual blunt consciousness of our African 
children. “Please, God,” she prayed, “send us a water bottle. It ll be no 
good tomorrow, God, the baby’ll be dead; so, please send it this after- 
noon.” While I gasped inwardly at the audacity of the prayer, she added 
by way of corollary, “and while You are about it, would You please send 
a dolly for the little girl so she'll know You really love her?” 

- As often with children’s prayers, I was put on the spot. Could I 
honestly say, “Amen”? I just did not believe that God could do this. 
Oh, yes, I know that He can do everything: The Bible says so, but there 
are limits, aren't there? The only way God could answer this particular 
prayer would be by sending a parcel from the homeland. I had been in 
Africa for almost four years at that time, and I had never, ever received 
a parcel from home. Anyway, if anyone did send a parcel, who would 
put in a hot water bottle? I lived on the equator! 

Halfway through the afternoon, while I was teaching in the nurses 
training school, a message was sent that there was a car at my front 
door. By the time that I reached home, the car had gone, but there, on 
the veranda, was a large twenty-two pound parcel! I felt tears pricking 
my eyes. I could not open the parcel alone; so, I sent for the orphanage 
children. Together we pulled off the string, carefully undoing each 
knot. We folded the paper, taking care not to tear it unduly. Excite- 
ment was mounting. Some thirty or forty pairs of eyes were focused 
on the large cardboard box. From the top, I lifted out brightly colored, 
knitted jerseys. Eyes sparkled as I gave them out. Then, there were the 
knitted bandages for the leprosy patients, and the children began to 
look a little bored. Next came a box of mixed raisins and sultanas— 
that would make a nice batch of buns for the weekend. As I put my 
hand in again, I felt the ... could it really be? I grasped it, and pulled 
it out. Yes, “A brand-new rubber, hot water bottle!” I cried. I had not 
asked God to send it; I had not truly believed that He could. 

Ruth was in the front row of the children. She rushed forward, cry- 
ing out, “If God has sent the bottle, He must have sent the dolly, too!” 
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Rummaging down to the bottom of the box, she pulled out the small, 
beautifully dressed dolly. Her eyes shone: She had never doubted! Look- 
ing up at me, she asked, “Can I go over with you, Mummy, and give this 
dolly to that little girl, so she’ll know that Jesus really loves her?” 

That parcel had been on the way for five whole months, packed up 
by my former Sunday School class, whose leader had heard and obeyed 
God’s prompting to send a hot water bottle, even to the equator. One of 
the girls had put in a dolly for an African child—five months earlier in 
answer to the believing prayer of a ten-year-old to bring it “That after- 
noon!” “And it shall come to pass, that before they call, I will answer; 
and while they are yet speaking, I will hear.” Isaiah 65:24! 


What do you make of this? Your answer will depend, in part, on your 
worldview. If you are a naturalist, youre likely to think that the story is a 
fabrication. Dr. Roseveare is either a bald-faced liar or someone with such 
a desire to promote her religion that she is prone to exaggeration and the 
selective employment of a self-serving, faulty memory. Or maybe it’s just 
a big coincidence. But a miracle? Nonsense! Such things are unscientific 
relics of an age gone by. 

If you are a postmodernist, you may think that this is just wonderful 
for Dr. Roseveare, Ruth, the baby, and others close to the story. It’s great 
that these people have their truth, but we all have our story that’s true for 
us, and no one has a corner on this market. It would be intolerant and 
downright bigoted for Dr. Roseveare to force her beliefs on other people. 
The story may confirm Dr. Roseveare’s truth, but there are lots of other 
truths out there. 

If you are a Christian, you are either incredibly touched and encouraged 
at this kind act of God, or you are wearied by it. These things happen to 
other people, you may reason, especially to those on the mission field. They 
don’t happen to my friends or me, so I can’t really relate to the story. 

Regardless of your worldview, if you read the story carefully and with 
feeling, there’s something about it that’s hard to dismiss —it is filled 
with drama. 


WE HUNGER FOR DRAMA 


It doesn’t really matter who you are or what you believe. You love drama. 
In fact, you hunger for it. God made you— yes, you— to lead a dramatic 
life. No doubt you’ve had this experience at the mall: You are walking by 
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the electronics section of a department store when you come upon a crowd 
of people gathered around a TV set. It’s the bottom of the ninth inning, the 
home team is down by a run, the bases are loaded with two outs, and the 
team’s leading hitter is at the plate. There’s drama in the air and people are 
compelled to stop to see what happens. From romance novels to Harrison 
Ford movies to athletic events to tense moments on the evening news, 
people love to experience drama, even if only vicariously. 

I got a taste for drama my senior year in high school. In ninth grade, I 
was the quarterback of the Grandview Junior High School football team 
that had one game left on the schedule. A victory—and we would have 
been the first undefeated team in school history. Though we had the best 
team, we lost the game on one fluke play to a school we hated: Lees Sum- 
mit. Our senior year was payback time, and we had worked and waited 
three years for revenge. We always played Lees Summit the week before 
the last game of the season, and in my senior year, going into the game, we 
were tied for first place. 

Since it was the biggest game of the week in the Kansas City area, the 
stadium was packed. As if we weren't excited enough, we learned before 
the game started that several players from the Kansas City Chiefs were in 
the stands. Talk about drama! In the face of all this excitement, we man- 
aged to stick to our game plan, which worked to near perfection. Lees 
Summit moved to within two points of us in the first play of the fourth 
quarter, but we tightened our defense, and they managed to run only two 
more plays the rest of the game—an incomplete pass and an interception. 
We went on to win 32-18 in, well, dramatic fashion. 

Until my junior year in college, I remember longing for that kind of 
drama again, and I kept the game’s memory alive and fed off it. I remem- 
ber thinking: If only life were like the Lees Summit game. If only there were 
a quest, a cause, a war, a real and important theater that commanded all I 
have and for which the stakes are high! Oh, how I wish life could be like that! 
Why is life so mundane? Why can’t daily life be dramatic? 

My guess is that in your life you have had your own Lees Summit games, 
and I suspect you have had this same longing for drama, faint though its 
realization may seem when your life appears boring and you feel trapped. 
Many of us have seen a good movie, finished a great novel, or left an invig- 
orating sporting event, only to return to a life we may consider drab com- 
pared to the supposed drama we have just experienced vicariously. It is 
precisely this convergence of two factors—a persistent hunger for drama 
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and a feeling of boredom with our own lives—that creates an addiction 
to dramatic stories, media-driven celebrities, sports, or other vicarious 
substitutes for our own authentic drama. This tells us two things: We were 
made for greatness, but there is something about our culture that under- 
mines both its intelligibility and achievement. 

While the hunger for drama gives pangs to us all, our culture is unable 
to satisfy them. To repeat: The current addiction to the cult of celebrity and 
professional sports, along with our preoccupation with happiness, tells us 
something about our true nature and the bankruptcy of our culture. Allow 
me to explain. 


HAPPINESS, DRAMA, AND THE CRISIS 
OF WESTERN CULTURE 


In 1941, Harvard sociologist Pitirim A. Sorokin wrote a book entitled The 
Crisis of Our Age. Sorokin divided cultures into two major types: sensate 
and ideational. A sensate culture is one in which people only believe in the 
reality of the physical universe capable of being experienced with the five 
senses. A sensate culture is secular, this worldly, and empirical. 

By contrast, an ideational culture embraces the sensory world, but goes 
on to accept the notion that an extra-empirical immaterial reality can be 
known as well, a reality consisting of God, the soul, immaterial beings, 
values, purposes, and various abstract objects like numbers and proposi- 
tions. Sorokin noted that a sensate culture eventually disintegrates because 
it lacks the intellectual resources necessary to sustain a public and private 
life conducive of corporate and individual human flourishing. After all, if 
we can’t know anything about values, life after death, God, and so forth, 
how can we receive solid guidance to lead a life of wisdom and character? 

As we move through the early portion of the twenty-first century, it is 
obvious that the West, including the United States, is sensate. To see this, 
consider the following. In 1989, the state of California issued a new Sci- 
ence Framework to provide guidance for the state’s public school science 
classrooms. In that document, advice is given to teachers about how to 
handle students who approach them with reservations about the theory 
of evolution: 


At times some students may insist that certain conclusions of 
science cannot be true because of certain religious or philosophical 
beliefs they hold.... It is appropriate for the teacher to express in this 
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regard, “I understand that you may have personal reservations about 
accepting this scientific evidence, but it is scientific knowledge about 
which there is no reasonable doubt among scientists in their field, and 
it is my responsibility to teach it because it is part of our common 
intellectual heritage.” 


The importance of this statement lies not in its promotion of evolution 
over creation, though that is no small matter in its own right. No, the real 
danger in the Framework’s advice resides in the picture of knowledge it 
presupposes: The only knowledge we can have about reality —and, thus, 
the only claims that deserve the backing of public institutions — is empiri- 
cal knowledge gained by the hard sciences. 

Nonempirical claims (those that can’t be tested with the five senses) 
lie outside the hard sciences, such as those at the core of ethics, political 
theory, and religion; they are not items of knowledge but matters of pri- 
vate feeling. Note carefully the words associated with science: conclusions, 
evidence, knowledge, no reasonable doubt, intellectual heritage. These deeply 
cognitive terms express the view that science and science alone exercises 
the intellectual right (and responsibility) of defining reality. By contrast, 
religious claims are described in distinctively noncognitive language: 
beliefs, personal reservations. : 

In such a culture we now live and move and have our being. Cur- 
rently, a three-way worldview struggle rages in our culture: between ethi- 
cal monotheism (especially Christianity), postmodernism, and scientific 
naturalism. I cannot undertake here a detailed characterization of scien- 
tific naturalism — we will examine its nature and impact more thoroughly 
in chapter 2— but I want to say a word about its role in shaping the crisis 
of the West. 

Scientific naturalism takes the view that the physical cosmos studied 
by science is all there is. Scientific naturalism has two central components: 
a view of reality and a view of how we know things. Regarding the former, 
scientific naturalism implies that everything that exists is composed of 
matter or emerges out of matter when it achieves a suitable complexity. 
There is no spiritual world, no God, no angels or demons, no life after 
death, no moral absolutes, no objective purpose to life, no such thing as 
the Kingdom of God. Regarding the latter, scientific naturalism implies 
that physical science is the only, or at least a vastly superior, way of gaining 
knowledge. Since competence in life depends on knowledge (you can’t be 


The Hunger for Drama in a Thin World 23 


competent at selling insurance if you don’t know anything about it!), this 
implies that there just is no such thing as learning to live life competently 
in the Kingdom of God. Spiritual competence is a silly idea. 

Partly out of a reaction to naturalism, a second worldview— 
postmodernism — has come on the scene. Like a magnet, it’s attracting 
more and more people, especially those in the arts and the humanities as 
well as the dilettantes of pop culture, by its mesmerizing power. Postmod- 
ernism is so important that we will devote an entire chapter to examining 
it (chapter 3). The following précis will suffice for now. 

Because postmodernism is a loose coalition of diverse thinkers from 
several different academic disciplines, it is difficult to characterize it in a 
way that is fair to this diversity. Still, it is possible to provide a fairly accu- 
rate characterization of postmodernism in general, since its friends and 
foes understand it well enough to debate its strengths and weaknesses.’ 
From a philosophical standpoint, postmodernism is primarily a rein- 
terpretation of what knowledge is and what counts as knowledge. More 
broadly, it represents a form of cultural relativism about such things as 
reality, truth, reason, value, linguistic meaning, and the self. 

In a postmodernist view, there is no such thing as objective reality, 
truth, value, reason, and meaning to life. All these are social constructions, 
creations of linguistic practices, and as such are relative not to individuals 
but to social groups that share a narrative. Roughly, a narrative is a per- 
spective (such as Marxism, atheism, or Christianity) that is embedded in 
the group’s social and linguistic practices. 

Under the influence of naturalist and postmodern ideas, many people 
no longer believe that there is any ultimate meaning to life that can be 
known. These folks— and they are legion —have given up on seeking that 
meaning and instead are living for happiness. Today, the good life is a life 
of happiness, and it is the goal most people have set for themselves and 
their children. A major talk radio host has interviewed hundreds of people 
over the last few years by asking the question, “What did your parents 
want most for you— success, wealth, to be a good person, or happiness?” 


Eighty-five percent said “happiness.” 
“Happiness” is a good thing, all things being considered. But if it is 


overemphasized or made the focus of one’s life, it leads to depression, a 
loss of purpose in life, and a deep-seated sense of fragmentation. In short, 
it ruins your life. Why? For one thing, there are more important things 
in life than being happy. There is a larger meaning and a bigger purpose 
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that should be our life’s aim. Put simply, we are wired for more than hap- 
piness. We are made to live for God’s honor by learning how to become 
spiritually competent, mature members of his Kingdom and to make that 
Kingdom our primary concern. If happiness is what life is all about, then — 
things like discipline, sacrifice, and their kin are intrinsically evi 
least meanin 

Tell that to Mother Teresa! Happiness may be a big deal to most people, 
but living for the cause of God and his Kingdom is bigger still. And such a 
life is preoccupied with a lot more than trying to be happy. 

There’s a second reason why happiness should not be the be-all and 
end-all of the human condition. This reason is what philosophers call 
the “paradox of hedonism”: The contemporary sense of happiness (i.e., 





pleasurable satisfaction, feeling really good and stoked inside) cannot be_ 
found by seeking it. If you have ever tried to be happy, you know this is 

true. If you spend all your time trying to be happy, you end up focusing 

all your attention on yourself and how “happy” you are and, as a result, 

you become a shriveled self who can’t live for some larger cause. Your life 

will center on yourself and your moment-by-moment focus will be on how 

you feel inside. Your sole criterion of evaluation for seeking a job, mak- 

ing friends, finding a spouse (or staying with a spouse!), and selecting a 

church will reduce to one overarching concern: How does this particular 

thing make me feel? 

The best way to be happy in the contemporary sense is to forget about 
it, to try to live a good life for a bigger purpose, especially for the cause of 
Christ. If you do that, you will not be so worried about periods of unhap- 
piness, and you will end up being happier than you would if you were 
preoccupied with happiness! 

There are some sobering consequences to living within the framework 
of this pursuit. Parents view children as a means to their own happiness; 
couples see each other as a way to enhance their own pleasurable experi- 
ences; work is satisfying only if it makes me happy; even God himself 
exists merely as a means to make me happy. In short, the entire universe 
will revolve around my internal pleasure and me! 


A CULTURE FILLED WITH EMPTY SELVES 


My observations about happiness are not ivory-tower ruminations. I speak 
here with real gravity. For the first time in history a culture—ours—is 
filled with what psychologists refer to as the “empty self”. The empty self 


—_— 
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(also called “the false self”) is so widespread in Western culture that it 
is sometimes referred to as a cultural plague. According to psychologist 
Philip Cushman, 


the empty self is filled up with SS 
politicians, romantic partners;-end empathetic therapists.. The 


empty self] experiences a significant absence of community, tradi- 





tion, and shared meaning ... a lack of personal conviction and worth, 
and it embodies the absences as a chronic, undifferentiated emotional 
hunger.’ 


Most of us would recognize characteristics of the empty self among 
adolescents, and it would be wonderful if the problem left when teenag- 
ers became old enough to vote. Unfortunately, that is not the case. People 
continue to manifest features of the empty self well into middle age. It 
does not take a rocket scientist to observe that the features of the empty 
self simply make spiritual growth impossible. The path of discipleship and 
the life of an empty self mix like oil and water. 

When people live for pleasurable satisfaction, they become empty selves 
and, because God did not make us to live for “happiness,” their lives fall 
apart. Professor Martin Seligman is the nation’s leading researcher on hap- 
piness. He has devoted much of the last thirty years of his life studying the 
topic.” Seligman has noted repeatedly that when people live for “happiness,” 
they turn their attention inward and become shriveled selves who are any- 
thing but “happy.” In 1988, Seligman found that in the span of one single 
generation—the Baby Boom generation— Americans experienced a ten- 
fold increase in depression compared to earlier generations.® This is a stun- 
ning cultural shift, and it will be useful to us to find out what caused it. 

According to Seligman, this massive shift resulted from the fact that 

aby Boomers stopped imitating their ancestors, who thied-to He far — 
.-a cause — God, family, one’s country —bigger than they were. Instead, 
Boomers began to spend all their energy on living for themselves and their 
own pleasurable satisfaction. The result? They lost any sense of giving 
themselves daily to the art of becoming a wise, virtuous person of charac- 
ter and living for a cause bigger than themselves. The shift from seeking 
character and living for a cause to being preoccupied with daily consump- 
tion of pleasurable satisfaction (i.e., the contemporary notion of happi- 
ness) brought with it a loss of both character and pleasurable satisfaction. 
Since 1988, study after study shows that things have grown steadily worse. 
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The lesson is this: Far from delivering pleasure and happiness, this strategy 
of living for self has brought about discontent and depression. 

In other words, the naturalist and postmodern perspectives have 
undermined the objectivity of meaning to life and, ironically, have brought 
spoilage to happiness. But that’s just one part of the story. Now let’s con- 
sider what these worldviews have done to drama. 


THICK AND THIN WORLDS AND 
THE REALITY OF DRAMA 


Philosophers use a tool called “possible worlds” to aid in their thinking. 
Before you glaze over on me, there is an easy way to think of a possible 
world. A possible world is simply a way things could have been. Think of a 
possible world as an entire universe from beginning to end that God could 
have made. The world that’s really here is a special possible world, namely, 
it’s the actual world. But God could have created unicorns instead of goats, 
you could have gone into a different line of work than your actual occu- 
pation, and God could have given your parents a different set of children 
than the ones he actually gave them. In that case, you would not exist. 

In all these cases, we can say there’s a possible world with unicorns and 
no goats, one with you as a lawyer and not a schoolteacher, one where your 
parents have children that will never actually be born and in which you 
don’t exist. By calling these “possible worlds,” we don’t mean that there’s 
an actual place out there next to the real world in which unicorns but not 
goats exist, and if you're lucky you may get to go there someday. We are just 
using “possible worlds” as a convenient way of talking about how things 
might have been or, unknown to us, how they might actually be. 

That said, it is important to ponder the fact that there are thin and thick 
possible worlds.’ A “thin” world is one with no objective value, purpose, or 
meaning. It is a world that is just there; it wasn’t made for some purpose. 
There’s no real essence to what counts as a proper flourishing human life, 
and there’s no life after death. Atheist Bertrand Russell (1872—1970) gives 
a nice description of a thin world: 


That man is the product of causes which had no prevision of the end 
they were achieving; that his origin, his growth, his hopes and fears, 
his loves and his beliefs are but the outcome of accidental collocations 
of atoms; that no fire, no heroism, no intensity of thought and feeling, 
can preserve an individual life beyond the grave; that all the labors of 
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the ages, all the devotion, all the inspiration, all the noonday bright- 
ness of human genius, are destined to extinction in the vast death of 
the solar system, and that the whole temple of man’s achievement must 
inevitably be buried beneath the debris of a universe in ruins —all 
these things, if not quite beyond dispute, are yet so nearly certain that 
no philosophy which rejects them can hope to stand. Only within the 
scaffolding of these truths, only on the firm foundation of unyielding 
despair, can the soul’s habitation henceforth be safely built.® 


If the world is as thin as Russell claims — if there’s no objective meaning 
or purpose to anything — it’s hard to see why Russell thought it important 
to say so. Indeed, as Russell aged he acted as though he lived in a thick (and 
not a thin) world, in spite of what he claimed to have believed. That’s why 
an aging Russell appeared on the cover of Life magazine as part of a protest 
movement against nuclear war. Perhaps consistency is the hobgoblin of lit- 
tle minds. In any case, Russell’s statement nicely illustrates a thin world. 

There are three disastrous implications of a thin world. First, nothing is 
important enough to rise above the level of a custom. In a fascinating tele- 
vised interview with cannibalizing serial killer Jeffrey Dahmer just before 
he was murdered in prison, Dahmer articulately explained the process 
that lead him to a life of serial murder. Dahmer pointed out that we all 
have desires—for food, recreation, recognition—and that we will seek 
their satisfaction unless we have overriding reasons not to. As a teenager, 
the world became thin for Dahmer. He became an atheist who believed 
human beings evolved out of slime and that there was no God, no reason 
why any of us is here, no afterlife, and no judgment for what we have 
done in this life. Dahmer quite correctly could not find room for objec- 
tive values in such a thin world and, as he explained, came to see moral 
rules as mere social conventions on the level of principles of etiquette for 
proper eating or dressing for different occasions. Social conventions were 
not weighty enough to constitute overriding reasons to refrain from seek- 
ing the satisfaction of his desires, and the rest is history. 

Second, absent of objective and ultimate meaning, purpose, and value, 
there can be no real drama in a thin world. However, people are made in 
the image of God whether or not they acknowledge it, and the hunger to 
be part of some dramatic purpose bigger than they are will not go away. 
As a result, more and more people seek to satisfy the hunger for 


attaching value to relatively meaningless events (such as the Super Bo 
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or by living vicariously through their favorite celebrity (thus, the incred- 
ible popularity of People magazine and its imitators). Since these substi- 
tutes for real drama do not satisfy, like Edmund’s ingestion of Turkish 
delight in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, they become addictive. 
As a result, society is increasingly populated by passive people whose 


greatest fear is not suffering but boredom. As Scott Peck noted, neuro- 


7 


sis is always a substitute for genuine suffering. In today’s “meaningless” 
milieu, that neurosis is usually incarnated in a desensitized, oversexed 


culture addicted to promiscuity and pornography that fails to satisfy our_. 
„God-given longing for drama. Nowhere is this more evident than on the 


campuses of our anchorless universities. As 2001 Princeton University 
grad Laura Vanderkam stated in USA Today, “Hookups do satisfy biol- 
ogy, but the emotional detachment doesn’t satisfy the saul And that’s the 
real problem— not the promiscuity, but the lack of meaning.”? It takes 
discipline and sometimes suffering to avoid or escape addictions, sexual 
or otherwise. But there can be no real suffering in a thin world since the 
objective distinction between good and evil collapses and all that’s left is 
the avoidance of boredom. 


Third, in a thin world there is no objective difference between Mother — 


Teresa and someone who devotes his life to being the best male prosti-— 
Sune he can be Tiet Neal of physiian-asdsted suicde make use of 
this fact. Atheist philosopher James Rachels is a leading advocate of active 
euthanasia and physician-assisted suicide.’° According to Rachels, what 
gives us value is not the fact that we are human persons with intrinsic dig- 
nity. Rather, we have “value” to the extent that we have biographical lives. A 
person has a biographical life if and only if he has freely formulated goals, 
values, and objectives he finds meaningful from his own point of view and 
can pursue the realization of those goals in a way he finds satisfying. 
Rachels applied this notion to the famous “Dax’s case” involving Dax 
Cowart. In his early twenties Cowart suffered burns over 90 percent of 
his body. While pain management was appropriately administered, in the 
months following his accident Cowart repeatedly asked his physicians to 
kill him with a lethal injection. Rachels reasoned that the doctors should 
have complied because even though he was a human being, Cowart had 
lost his value because he no longer had a biographical life; that is, he no 
longer could pursue his freely chosen goals in a way he found satisfying. 
What were those goals and values? Cowart was a “ladies man” and a rodeo 
performer. After his accident, Cowart could no longer chase women, ride 
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in rodeos, and go dancing; as a result, he had no moral value that required 
him to continue to live and doctors to refrain from taking his life. 

It follows that if two people equally have biographical lives—if they 
each have plans, goals, and values that they equally (and arbitrarily) find 
important, and they can seek them in equally satisfying ways from their 
own (arbitrary) point of view—they and their life pursuits have equal 
value. In this thin world, there is no objective difference between the life 
aims of Mother Teresa and Dax Cowart. As long as you can “do your own 
thing,” who’s to judge? No one, if we live in a thin world. It’s not hard to 
see how the absolutization of immediate gratification and desire satisfac- 
tion rapidly replaces a life of fidelity to objective truth and value in a thin 
world. 

Now let’s consider what a “thick” world is all about. A thick world is 
one in which there is such a thing as objective value, purpose, and mean- 
Some things have meaning, others don’t. Mother Teresa’s goals in life are 
better than those of Dax Cowart. Some things are right and others are 
wrong. You can lead a heroic life or waste it. The world in general, and 
human beings more specifically —and you in particular—were put here 
for a purpose. 

The Muslim world is a thick world. That is, if Islam is true— if God 
is real, Allah is God, and the Koran is his word— people live in a thick 
world. Islam provides its followers with meaning and purpose and a cohe- 
sive worldview. Recently the president of Iran asserted, for example, “It is 
possible to prove in a debate which of the two political systems is a bet- 
ter chpice for the world nations: the one that is established based on the 
norms of liberalism and has caused so many dilemmas and plight for the 
mankind, or the one that is established based on monotheism and justice.” 
This statement reflects a thick worldview. The problem is that Islam is, on 
the whole, false, and its worldview is deeply flawed, though I cannot argue 
that point here. However, there is one worldview that is true and therefore 
superior to all others —thick or thin—and it provides the only hope of 
living in a thick world. Pm speaking of a Judeo-Christian worldview — 
more specifically, the worldview of mere Christianity. 


WHEN TRUTH Is IGNORED 


One burden of this book is to show what happens when the Christian 
worldview is replaced with naturalism and postmodernism, both of which 
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present us with a thin world. I will also offer a vision for revitalizing the 
Christian worldview with power, authenticity, and deep reflection. For 
now, I merely note that because the centers of power in Western culture — 
the universities, public schools, major news media, movies, television, 
music, and other forms of contemporary art—are dominated by natu- 
ralism and postmodernism, they cannot sustain the drama necessary for 
their own work to have the meaning they so desperately desire. As a result, 
the centers of power in Western culture do not have the resources neces- 
sary to diagnose and properly solve the serious spiritual, economic, politi- 
cal, and moral problems of our age. Let me tell you a story that illustrates 
the cruel irony of the situation. 

In 2002 I had been invited to a beautiful home in Orange County, Cali- 
fornia, to hear Daniel Pipes, who is an expert on Islam, deliver a lecture 
and field questions. A group of about seventy were present. It was a mixed 
group indeed, with outspoken secularists, conservative Jews, and a modest 
number of Christians. Pipes has taught at Harvard, the University of Chi- 
cago, and the University of Pennsylvania. He appears regularly on network 
and cable news such as ABC and CNN, and he is regarded as one of two 
or three of the world’s leading experts on Islam, Muslim culture, and the 
Middle East. At that time, Pipes was a chief advisor to President Bush and 
was in regular communication with Colin Powell. 

Pipes’ central thesis was this: The United States in general, and Presi- 
dent Bush in particular, must stop seeing our war as one against Muslim 
terrorists. Rather, it is against an extremist form of Muslim ideology that 
has to be fought ideologically as much as militarily. The ultimate solution, 
Pipes argued, is to use argumentation and propaganda to persuade Mus- 
lims to adopt the views of Western democracies and, thus, to embrace this 
form of government. 

I was appalled. It wasn’t that I rejected most of Pipes’ view of the ide- 
ological nature of the conflict or his desire to see democracy spread to 
the Middle East. No, I was appalled at how poorly my fellow Christians 
grasped the undertow of what Pipes was saying, and I was shocked by what 
followed. When the question time began, I was the first to raise my hand. 
I pointed out that according to Yale law professor Stephen Carter, Western 
democracies are so secular that they tolerate religion as long as commit- 
ment to it does not rise above the level of a hobby.'! Because of that, I 
argued, neither Pipes nor any other secular e ould bring themselves 
to say that the problem was Islam itself—a claim that, if true, implies that 
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besides a military response, the ultimate “solution” is a missional one, not 
one the state is capable of providing. 

Thus, Pipes was limited to saying that the problem is Muslim commit- 
ment to their religion, not the religion itself. The solution, then, is to create 
liberal secular democracies in which commitment to secular democracy 
should be more important than commitment to Islam. In short, the Mus- 
lims need to view their religion as a hobby. They are too committed to it for 
those like Pipes, who limit their discourse to what is judged appropriate if 
we live in a thin world. 

I went on to argue that my observation was not merely of theoretical 
interest. In fact, two days earlier an editorial appeared in the newspaper 
comparing Evangelicals who oppose abortion to the Muslim terrorists. The 
point of comparison was that both groups took their commitment to their 
religion to he more important than their allegiance to the values of a secu- 
larized democracy, I finished by giving my punch line: I told Pipes that his 
analysis omitted one small thing—truth. What if Islam were true, Allah 
was the only true God, the Koran was his word, and jihad was mandated by 
Almighty God against the West? I am against the terrorists because I think 
Islam is false and their actions are immoral. But if I thought their under- 
standing of Islam were true, I could not find fault with their actions. 

It was as though Pipes thought I was from another planet. He never 
really responded to my punch line. Instead, he reasserted his original the- 
sis in different words. Here was one of the leading thinkers on Islam and 
the Middle East who has apparently never given serious consideration to 
the truth claims of Islam. Do you see the implications of this? Regardless 
of his private religious views, Pipes seemingly has adopted a naturalist 
worldview and a thin view of the world along with it. In a thin world, reli- 
gion is not the sort of thing that can be true. Religion is merely a cultural, 
social phenomenon to be analyzed by sociologists. 

So understood, religion is a hobby to be subsumed under the demands 
of secular democracy, not something to be taken seriously. Assessing the 
truth claims of any religion— Islam or Christianity included — is beside 
the point. Some of Pipes’ ideas seem right to me, but the implicit frame- 
work that underlies his approach (a framework that remained hidden from 
view even to Christians present) is a naturalistic worldview. But if a thin 
world is the most plausible implication of naturalism, then Pipes’ own 
sense of drama for his work on behalf of the Bush administration does not 
really matter at the end of the day. 
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Į] am convinced that only if naturalism and postmodernism are rejected 
in favor of the perspective of the Kingdom of God and the worldview of Jesus 
of Nazareth and Holy Scripture, only then can we—you and me, Oprah 
Winfrey, Ted Turner, Barry Bonds, Daniel Pipes, and everyone else— escape 
the suffocating confines of a thin world and enter the dramatic riches of 
the only thick world that is true and can be known as such, the Christian 
“story.” 

Many people are resistant to this idea —and you may be one of them — 
because they see Christians as a whole as shallow, intolerant, and hype-— 

Critical. I agree that Christians haven't always done a good job of living out 
their faith with authenticity, love, and— dare I say—drama. However, if 
there is something wrong with the meat, you don’t start by fixing the meat. 
You make sure the salt put in the meat is actually salty. Thus, the only way 
we are going to move from our boring lives to lives filled with the drama 
of the Greatest Story is for those who embrace mere Christianity to set 
aside the shallowness of their thought and the weakness of their spiritual 
practices, and corporately to enter afresh into Kingdom forms of life and 
thought worthy of the name of Christ. 

I want to be a part of the solution and not part of the problem. How 
about you? I want to live a life filled with the kind of drama Helen Roseveare 
experienced in the heart of Africa. If you share my passion for playing a role 
in the drama of the Kingdom and its advance in the twenty-first century, 
then read on. I hope to give you eyes to see things you have not seen before, 
and I pray that God will give you the wisdom to know what to do about 
what you are going to see. In chapters 2—4 I will make explicit the current 
of ideas against which we Christians must swim. But before we can do that, 
we need to pick up some paddles. 


NAVIGATING Our Way THROUGH WORLDVIEWS 


In 2 Corinthians 10:3-5, Paul describes the core of spiritual warfare as 
a struggle of ideas, a conflict of worldviews: “For though we walk in the 
flesh, we do not war according to the flesh, for the weapons of our warfare 
are not of the flesh, but divinely powerful for the destruction of fortresses. 
We are destroying speculations and every lofty thing raised up against 
the knowledge of God.” Note carefully that we are to destroy fortresses — 
speculations, theories, patterns of ideas—raised against the knowledge of 
God. Such a task involves reasoning— argumentation of careful, savvy 
thought— and one of its main focuses is how knowledge itself is being 
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depicted as it bears on knowledge of God. In turn, this requires the ability 
to think about worldviews.!” 

A person’s worldview contains two important features. First, it includes 
the set of beliefs the person accepts, especially those about important mat- 
ters such as reality, God, value, knowledge, and so on. But a worldview 
is more than just a set of beliefs. Consider, for example, this sentence: 
“The best time to visit Disneyland is in the fall during the week.” It is not 
just a list of thirteen words. Rather, it is a grouping of words whose unity 
consists in the grammatical structure that occurs among them. Similarly, 
a worldview includes the rational structure that occurs among the set of 
beliefs that constitute it. Some beliefs are central and basic, while others 
are relatively peripheral. 

In general, the more central a belief is, the greater would be the change 
in one’s worldview if the belief were abandoned. Central beliefs support 
and give justification to more peripheral ones. Belief in the reality of God, 
the faithfulness and reliability of the Bible, and the deity and humanity of 
Christ are central to a Christian worldview. Less central are beliefs about 
local church structure, the nature of spiritual gifts, and so on. In under- 
standing a worldview, it is important to grasp the relevant set of ideas 
along with the various support relations that take place among them. 

While a worldview affects what one sees, it is a mistake to compare a 
worldview with a set of glasses. Here’s why. Glasses stand between a person 
and the external world such that a person’s access to reality is mediated 
through the glasses. One does not have direct access to reality itself. But it 
is wrong to place things between knowing and experiencing subjects and 
the real world, things like one’s cultural, historical location, one’s tradi- 
tion, or one’s worldview. One troublesome implication of such a model is 
that people can never correct their beliefs by comparing them to things 
themselves. Yet, as we will see later, people, including little children, do 
this all the time. A better way to describe the role of a worldview in seeing 
reality is to depict it as a habituated way of directing our attention or inat- 
tention, as the case may be. 

Let me explain. One day a missionary spoke in the seminary chapel, 
and without telling us where they were taken, he showed a set of slides 
from a culture he had visited. He asked us to list on paper everything we 
saw. After we were finished, he spoke a while, and then put the slides up 
again and asked us to start with a fresh sheet of paper and list everything 
we saw this time. Interestingly, people’s second list was virtually identical 


34 ASSESSING THE CRISIS OF OUR AGE 


to their first one. Why? Because people tend to look to confirm what they 
already see and believe rather than adopt a fresh perspective and launch 
out from scratch. Over time, people fall into ruts and adopt ways of see- 
ing things according to which certain features are noticed and others are 
neglected. 

I’m not claiming this is a good or bad thing. I’m simply noting that 
it happens. I suggest that a worldview functions as a set of habits, form- 
ing background beliefs that direct our acts of noticing or failing to notice 
various features of reality. Depending on factors, this worldview function 
may yield accurate or inaccurate experiences and beliefs. It’s not that we 
cannot see reality itself. In fact, through effort we can look at things from 
a different perspective and further confirm or disconfirm our previous 
viewpoint. Habit-forming beliefs do not stand between a person and real- 
ity as do glasses. Rather, they habitualize ways of seeing and thinking, 
which, through effort, can be changed or retained, on the basis of compar- 
ing them with reality itself. 

You and I have lives to live, and we want to live them well. We hunger to 
find a role in a true, important drama and to play it well. If there is no such 
drama, I for one, would like to know that. Given these existential concerns 
as a backdrop, it is important that we do not analyze and evaluate differ- 
ent worldviews merely as an intellectual exercise. Too much is at stake. A 
person’s actual worldview from which he lives and moves and has his being 
is the most important fact about that person. With this in mind, there are 
at least five important questions that should be put to any worldview: 


What is real? 

What are the nature and limits of knowledge? 
Who is well-off? What is the good life? 

Who is a really good person? 


How does one become a really good person? 


We are going to look at the worldviews of scientific naturalism and con- 
structive postmodernism, respectively, in the next two chapters. Among 
other things, we will look at how they answer these five questions. I should 
warn you of something before we proceed. Chapters 2—4 may be tough 
sledding for you and, to be honest, I have intentionally written that way. 
Why? It’s not that I have tried to be opaque and “academic” for academic’s 
sake. Quite the contrary. It is part of my thesis that we Christians must 
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grasp more deeply the worldview struggle in our culture and recapture a 
view of Christian teaching as a source of knowledge, not mere true belief 
accepted by blind faith. 

To be consistent with my own thesis, therefore, I want to stretch you, 
to give you a treatment of worldview issues in which you can be confident. 
I want you to stand out among your secular friends and peers in the depth 
of insight you possess regarding our current crisis. It is precisely as a Chris- 
tian that I want you to so shine. So prepare yourself for a journey through 
some deep waters. It will be worth it. Let’s begin in earnest, then, and 
investigate scientific naturalism. 
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QUESTIONS FOR PERSONAL REFLECTION 
OR GROUP DISCUSSION 


. This chapter begins with the dramatic account of Helen Roseveare. 


What is your honest, unfiltered reaction to this story? 


a. Contrast your initial response with your response after the author 
considered the account in light of a naturalist, postmodernist, and 
Christian perspective. Did anything change in your response? If so, 
how and why? 


b. Have an acquaintance read the story and see how he or she reacts 
with their worldview. How might a difference in reaction indicate a 
difference in worldview? 


. The author maintains that “a persistent hunger for drama and a feeling 


of boredom” creates an addiction to substitutes of authentic drama 
(pages 20~21). How and why do you think this is true? 


a. How does Pitirim Sorokin’s distinction between “sensate” and “ide- 
ational” culture help explain this addiction? In what ways do you 
think that our culture is “sensate”? How does a sensate cultural 
emphasis privatize religious claims and beliefs? 


b. Observe your daily experience. Do you tend to live your life as if a 
sensate culture is best or as if an ideational culture is best? 


. A three-way worldview struggle rages in our culture between ethical 


monotheism (especially Christianity), postmodernism, and scientific 
naturalism. How do you see postmodernism and scientific naturalism 
championed in our sensate culture? Why is “happiness” often made 
the comprehensive focus of one’s life in a sensate culture? 


. Making “happiness” the focus of your life is a morally and spiritually 


inadequate way to live well. What two reasons does the author give for 
this (pp. 23-24)? In light of these reasons, clarify for yourself what it 
means to be well-off, or to raise a family, or to grow a church. 


How would you advise a hedonist to see that there are more important 
things in life than being happy and that the pursuit of pleasurable 
satisfaction is itself unobtainable? 


5. 


10. 


The Hunger for Drama in a Thin World 37 


The pursuit of happiness as an end in itself has created an entire cul- 
tural plague of “empty selves” attempting to live meaningful lives in 
a sensate culture (page 25—26). What has been the net result of the 
proliferation of the empty self? What implication does this have for 
discipleship, apologetics, and evangelism? 


. Philosophers make a distinction between “thick” and “thin” possible 


worlds. What is meant by a “thin possible world,” especially as atheist 
Bertrand Russell illustrates this? 


The author affirms that we are to live our lives as they are meant to 
be lived. Does this entail a thick or a thin world? If we live in a thick 
world, why do people live their lives as though they lived in a thin 
world? If we live in a thin world, what would it even mean “to live our 
lives as they were meant to be lived”? 


. Living in a thin world has at least three disastrous implications (pages 


27—28). What is it like to live in a world where these implications are pres- 
ent? What images come to mind? Can you think of any stories, movies, 
or song lyrics that take any of these implications to be true of reality? 


. Religion has been marginalized in public policy thinking and deci- 


sion-making. Assess how the author personally interacted with Daniel 
Pipes (page 30-31). How do you respond to the author’s punch line: 
“I am against the terrorists because I think Islam is false and their 
actions are immoral. But if I thought their understanding of Islam 
were true, I could not find fault with their actions.” 


. In 2 Corinthians 10:3—5, Paul describes the core of spiritual warfare as 


a struggle of ideas, a conflict of worldviews (page 32). What does this 
passage reveal about Paul’s perspective of his life and its missional pur- 
pose? How does this passage clarify your view of spiritual warfare? 


The author notes at least five important questions that should be put 
to any worldview: What is real? What are the nature and limits of 
knowledge? Who is well-off, or what is the good life? Who is a really 
good person? How does one become a really good person? (page 34). 
What are some answers that you or someone else could give to these 
questions? 


CHAPTER 2 





THE NATURALIST STORY 


t is sometimes said that Western culture is living off the borrowed capi- 
li of a Judeo-Christian worldview and the loan is past due. This is a 
trustworthy saying, and there are at least two reasons why it is critical for 
Christians to understand why this is so. 

First, a person will not look for ways to pay off a debt unless its exis- 
tence is first acknowledged. We who love King Jesus hunger to penetrate 
our increasingly secularized culture with his power and majesty. We want 
to see him honored, We want people to become his disciples. This will not 
happen if we allow the culture to be dominated by opinions and attitudes 
that reduce the way of Jesus to a mere privatized hobby for those who need 
that sort of thing. As the great Evangelical scholar J. Gresham Machen 
warned nearly one hundred years ago, 


false ideas are the greatest obstacles to the reception of the gospel. 
We may preach with all the fervor of a reformer and yet succeed only 
in winning a straggler here and there, if we permit the whole collec- 
tive thought of the nation or of the world to be controlled by ideas 
which, by the resistless force of logic, prevent Christianity from being 
regarded as anything more than a harmless delusion.! 


We need a Christian community filled with disciples with eyes to see 
where the ideas of culture are moving, how they impact the cause of the 
gospel, and how we can bring a Christian worldview to bear on them. A 
good place to start developing those eyes is getting a vision of the intel- 
lectual debt our culture owes to a Christian worldview. 

Second, Christians today need a lot more courage and confidence that 
what they have to offer is true, reasonable, and critical for a wide range of 
issues at the center of the public square. For too long we have looked for 
ways to insert a word about Jesus into cultural discourse that is largely 
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secular, and we often lack the courage needed to speak up about our views 
without coming off as defensive on the one hand and arrogant on the 
other. One way for employees to develop confidence about their company’s 
product is to learn of its widespread value. Similarly, by understanding just 
how powerful and pervasive a Christian worldview is, we Christians can 
gain an attractive sort of confidence needed to bring honor to the Lord we 
love so much. 

To illustrate the need for Christians to learn to think, see, and live in 
light of their worldview, consider the following incident taken almost at 
random from daily life. Some time ago, Elizabeth Vargas, who was anchor- 
ing the evening news on ABC, did a story on Rick Curry, who was selected 
Person of the Week. In a deeply moving way, the segment described how 
Curry had developed a theater for the disabled. Curry regularly directs 
plays in which the actors are all disabled people who, under ordinary cir- 
cumstances, would never have the opportunity to do such a thing. Curry’s 
activities have been a huge success for everyone involved, most of all for the 
disabled people themselves. When asked why these theater performances 
have been so successful in helping the disabled, Curry noted that it gave 
them a feeling that they were part of something bigger than themselves. 
They derived a sense of value and worth from their involvement even if it 
was only for a short period of time. 

You must understand that it is not easy to justify the real, intrinsic 
value of Curry’s activities in light of every worldview available. On a Chris- 
tian worldview, there is, in fact, a larger framework in which objective 
meaning in life exists, human persons have intrinsic value, and so on. 
Given that this worldview is true, Curry’s activities make incredible sense 
and provide a model that people should imitate. 

But what if some thin worldview is true— specifically, scientific natu- 
ralism? What if there is no meaning in life? What if we are just modified 
monkeys who have appeared as a result of a blind process of chance and 
necessity? What if values are just cultural epiphenomena of the mindless 
processes of evolution? If naturalism is true, then Curry’s behavior is like 
those who continued to play cards while the Titanic sank. Why not select a 
greedy Wall Street mogul as Person of the Week instead of Curry? In fact, 
why select a person of the week instead of, say, the dog or cat of the week? If 
the mainstream media are largely secular and naturalistic in orientation, it 
is a sad irony that stories like Curry’s pepper the news produced by people 
without the worldview resources needed to make ultimate sense of them. 
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In this chapter, I will explain the dominant worldview of Western cul- 
ture, scientific naturalism, and unpack some of the implications that most 
reasonably follow from this thin perspective. By doing so, I hope to give 
you some tools for understanding the times and for increasing your cour- 
age to use them in spreading the Kingdom and living more dramatically on 
its behalf. My primary purpose is to expose naturalism for what it is, not to 
provide an apologetic critique of it. But from time to time I will criticize an 
aspect of naturalism if I think it can be done briefly and helpfully. 


THE WORLDVIEW OF SCIENTIFIC NATURALISM 


Naturalist philosopher David Papineau boldly proclaims that “nearly 
everybody nowadays wants to be a ‘naturalist. ”? What do Papineau and 
others of his persuasion mean by scientific naturalism? Philosopher John 
Post provides a helpful answer: 


According to a number of influential philosophers, the sciences 
cumulatively tell us, in effect, that everything can be accounted for in 
purely natural terms [the naturalist theory of knowledge]. The ability 
of the sciences to explain matters within their scope is already very 
great, and it is increasing all the time [the naturalist creation story]. 
The worldview this entails, according to many, is naturalism: Every- 
thing is a collection of entities of the sort the sciences are about, and 
all truth is determined ultimately by the truths about these basic sci- 
entific entities [a physicalist view of reality].° 


Scientific naturalism (naturalism for short) includes three key elements: 


1. a theory of the nature and limits of knowledge 

2. the Grand Story, a creation story about how everything came into 
existence, a story described in natural scientific terms with a central 
role given to the atomic theory of matter and evolutionary biology 

3. a physicalist view of reality, according to which everything that 
exists is either physical or else it depends necessarily on the physi- 
cal for its emergence and continued existence 


For most naturalists, the ordering of these three ingredients is impor- 
tant. Frequently, the naturalist theory of knowledge serves as justification 
for the naturalist creation story, which, in turn, helps to justify the natu- 
ralist’s view of what is real. Regarding the naturalist theory of knowledge, 
whatever exists should be knowable by third-person scientific means. 
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Regarding the Grand Story, one should be able to show how anything 
taken to exist can be accounted for in terms of a naturalist history of the 
cosmos. That history amounts to a series of events beginning with the 
Big Bang to the present, governed by natural law in which various physi- 
cal parts (subatomic particles, atoms, molecules) come together to form 
aggregate wholes with increasingly complex physical structures. 

How does a naturalist decide what exists? There are three constraints 
for developing a naturalist view of what is and is not real. Before some 
alleged entity should be taken as actually real: 


1. It should be capable of being known within the limits of the natu- 
ralist view of knowledge. 

2. Its origin should be capable of explanation in terms of the Grand 
Story. 

3. It should be an object that is either fully describable in the language 

_ of chemistry and physics or that can be shown to depend necessar- 

ily on facts that are fully describable in the language of chemistry 
and physics. 


These claims will become clearer as we examine more fully the three key 
elements of naturalism. 


THE NATURALIST THEORY OF KNOWLEDGE 


In the early 1960s, naturalist Wilfred Sellars announced that “in the 
dimension of describing and explaining the world, science is the measure 
of all things, of what is that it is, and of what is not that it is not.” Natural- 
ism begins with a view about the nature and limits of knowledge known 
as scientism. Scientism comes in two forms: strong and weak. Strong sci- 
entism is the view that we can only know things that can be tested sci- 
entifically. According to strong scientism, scientific knowledge exhausts 
what can be known; if some belief (for instance, a theological belief) is not 
part of a well-established scientific theory, it is not an item of knowledge. 
Weak scientism admits that some claims in fields outside of science (like 
ethics) are rational and justified. But scientific knowledge is taken to be so 
vastly superior that its claims always trump the claims made by other dis- 
ciplines. The first component of naturalism, then, is the belief that scientific 
knowledge is either the only kind of knowledge there is or an immeasurably 
superior kind of knowledge. 
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Years ago I was invited to speak at an evangelistic dessert and I was 
put on notice by one believer that he was bringing his boss, a man who 
had been a chief engineer for decades, who was finishing a belated Ph.D. 
in physics from Johns Hopkins University and who went out of his way to 
attack and ridicule Christians. Upon being introduced to me at the des- 
sert table, he wasted no time launching into me. “I understand you are a 
philosopher and theologian,” he said in an amused manner. Before I had 
a chance to respond, he said, “I used to be interested in those things when 
I was a teenager. But I have outgrown those interests. I know now that the 
only sort of knowledge of reality is that which can and has been quanti- 
fied and tested in the laboratory. If you can measure it and test it scientifi- 
cally, you can know it. If not, the topic is nothing but private opinion and 
idle speculation!” This is what I mean by scientism. It never occurred to 
the gentleman that his claim was self-refuting since it could not itself be 
“quantified and tested in the laboratory.” 

Scientism accords the right to define reality and speak with knowl- 
edge and authority to scientists and scientists alone. This posture is, sadly, 
pervasive throughout our culture. In the June 25, 2001 issue of Time mag- 
azine, the cover story was entitled, “How the Universe Will End.” The 
universe is winding down, it says, and will eventually go out with a cold, 
dark whimper. It never occurred to the writer that if something is winding 
down, it must have been wound up, and if something is wound up, there 
has to be a winder-upper! 

But for those with eyes to see, the article’s claim about the fate of the 
universe is not the main issue of concern. Rather, it’s the article’s implicit 
epistemology (theory of knowledge). It claims that for centuries, humans 
have wanted to know how all this will end, but because they could only 
use religion and philosophy, solid answers were unavailable. But now that 
science has moved into this area of inquiry, for the first time in human 
history, we have firm answers to our questions, answers that will force 
religion and philosophy to rethink its views. 

This is scientism, and Time magazine employed the naturalist epis- 
temology without batting an eye or, indeed, without knowing it was 
doing so. In the same issue, Time featured an article defending stem-cell 
research on human embryos: “These [embryos] are microscopic groupings 
of a few differentiated cells. There is nothing human about them, except 
potential — and, if you choose to believe it, a soul.” Note the presupposed 
scientism: We know scientific facts about embryos, but nonscientific issues 
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like the reality of the soul are not items of knowledge. When it comes to 
belief in the soul, you're on your own; there is no evidence one way or 
another. You must choose arbitrarily or, perhaps, on the basis of private 
feelings what you believe about the soul. In a scientistic culture, belief 
in the soul is like belief in ghosts—an issue best left to the pages of the 
National Inquirer. 

Remember the Columbine high school massacre on April 20, 1999? 
For the next week and a half, the entire nation was in search of something: 
knowledge. We sought answers for why this sort of thing was breaking out 
among our adolescents. To whom did we turn for answers? Scientists. A 
few days after the tragedy, the cover of Newsweek featured a story in which 
neurophysiologists offered opinions on the role of brain chemistry in the 
event. Night after night, Peter Jennings, Tom Brokaw, and Dan Rather 
interviewed sociologists, psychiatrists, and other scientists, probing them 
for knowledge. 

Ministers were involved in the weeks following the tragedy, but their 
role was limited to providing comfort to the families and others. To my 
knowledge, no theologian, no ethicist, no minister was asked to provide 
insight or knowledge about the cultural matrix surfaced by the massacre. 
It was as though the ministers were allowed to sing the national anthem 
before the real game began and were whisked off the field so scientists 
could warm up for the game itself. 

The scientistic epistemology of naturalism is pervasive in the university, 
the public schools, and the media. As a result, other forms of knowledge 
are regarded by the average citizen as either nonexistent or vastly inferior 
to science. This not only gives science incredible authority to define real- 
ity for all of us, it also causes believers to wonder if science has in some 
way discredited their Christian beliefs. Speaking of the negative impact of 
secularism, of which scientism is a part, Dallas Willard notes that 


the crushing weight of the secular outlook ... permeates or pressures 
every thought we have today. Sometimes it even forces those who self- 
identify as Christian teachers to set aside Jesus’ plain statements about 
the reality and total relevance of the Kingdom of God and replace them 
with philosophical speculations whose only recommendation is their 
consistency with a “modern” [i.e., contemporary] mindset. The pow- 
erful though vague and unsubstantiated presumption is that something 
has been found out that renders a spiritual understanding of reality in 
the manner of Jesus simply foolish to those who are “in the know.” 
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THE GRAND STORY: THE NATURALIST 
CREATION ACCOUNT 


The scientifically, indeed, the culturally authorized story of how all things 
came about revolves around the atomic theory of matter and evolutionary 
theory. As Phillip Johnson observes, 


the materialist story is the foundation of all education in all the depart- 
ments in all the secular universities, but they do not spell it out. It is, 


In the beginning were the particles and the impersonal laws of physics. 
And the particles somehow became complex living stuff; 

And the stuff imagined God; 

But then discovered evolution.” 


According to the atomic theory of matter, all chemical change is the 
result of the rearrangement of tiny parts— protons, neutrons, and elec- 
trons. According to evolutionary theory, random mutations are largely 
responsible for providing an organism with a change in characteristics; 
some of those changes provide the organism with a survival advantage 
over other members of its species; as a result, the organism’s new traits 
eventually become ubiquitous throughout the species. 

This story is deterministic in two ways. First, the state of the universe 
(and everything in it, including you) at a particular time and the laws of 
nature are sufficient to determine or fix the chances of the next successive 
state. This is temporal determinism. Second, the features and behavior of 
ordinary-sized objects like glaciers, rocks, human beings, and animals are 
fixed by the states of their atomic and subatomic parts. This is bottom-up 
or parts-to-whole determinism. 

It is important to note the relationship between the naturalist theory of 
knowledge and its creation story: Most naturalists believe that the physical 
cosmos is all there is, was, or ever will be because their creation story is 
allegedly the only one that claims the backing of science. 

This relationship explains the widespread anger and loathing for Intel- 
ligent Design (ID) theory. I think the evidence for naturalistic evolutionary 
theory is meager. However, even if we grant (for the sake of argument) that 
there is a decent amount of evidence for evolution, the degree of certainty 
claimed on its behalf and the widespread negative attitude toward Intelli- 
gent Design are beyond what is warranted by the evidence alone. Regularly, 
opponents of Intelligent Design resort to name calling (“Intelligent Design 
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is merely a tool of the Religious Right to force their social agenda on the rest 
of us”), silly slogans (“Intelligent Design is just old-fashioned creationism 
dressed up in a tuxedo”), and “arguments” repeated in mantra-like fash- 
ion that indicate that they have not really read ID literature (“There’s no 
scientific evidence for or against God because religion and science are two 
completely different things that should be kept separate”). What is going on 
here? Why are these dialog-stagnating red herrings dragged before us with 
monotonous regularity when those dragging the bait should know better? 

The answer lies in the scientism that underlies the debate. The widely 
accepted intellectual authority of science, coupled with the belief that ID 
theory is religion (rather than science), means that evolution is the only 
view of the origin of life that can claim the backing of reason. 

If two scientific theories are competing for allegiance, then most intel- 
lectuals, at least in principle, should be open to all evidence relevant to 
the issue. But what happens if one of two rival theories is considered sci- 
entific and the other is not? If we abandon the scientific theory in favor of 
the nonscientific one, given the sole intellectual authority of science, this 
is tantamount to abandoning reason itself. Because many think that ID 
theory is religion masquerading as science, the ID/naturalistic evolution 
debate turns into a controversy that pits reason against pure subjective 
belief and opinion. In the infamous creation -science trial in Little Rock, 
Arkansas, in December 1981, creation science was ruled out of public 
schools, not because of the weak evidence for it, but because it was judged 
religion and not science. Today, in the state of California, you cannot dis- 
cuss ID theories in science class for the same reason. 

As I write this, the media are focusing great attention on the debate 
about Intelligent Design. In fact, when I picked up this morning’s paper, I 
found a two-paged feature story entitled “Intelligent Design Debate Heats 
Up.”8 The article cites lay Catholic theologian at Georgetown University, 
John F. Haught, as opposing ID theory as bad science and bad theology. 
According to Haught, just as different explanations can be proffered for 
why water is boiling (the kinetic energy of water molecules are responding 
to heat, and as evidence someone wants tea), so evolution can be seen as 
both the result of natural selection and part of God’s purposes. 

I disagree with Haught about the scientific and theological merits of ID 
theory, but he is entitled to his opinion. If ID theory is bad theology and 
bad science, then so be it. What troubles me, however, is that Haught and 
others who opt for theistic evolution seem to do so with little appreciation 
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for the emergence of scientism in our culture and its impact on people’s 
perception of the availability of theological, ethical, and political knowl- 
edge. Theistic evolution is intellectual pacifism that lulls people to sleep 
while the barbarians are at the gates. In my experience, theistic evolution- 
ists are usually trying to create a safe truce with science so Christians can 
be left alone to practice their privatized religion while retaining the respect 
of the dominant intellectual culture. 

I am not interested in that posture. I don’t want to play not to lose; 
I want to play to win. I want to win people to Christ and to “demolish 
strongholds” (NIV) that undermine knowledge of God (2 Cor. 10:3-5), to 
penetrate culture with a Christian worldview, and to undermine that cul- 
ture’s plausibility structure, which, as things stand now, does not include 
objective theological claims. While there are exceptions, many theistic 
evolutionists simply fail to provide a convincing response to the question 
of why one should adopt a theological layer of explanation for the origin 
and development of life in the first place. Given scientism, theistic evolu- 
tion greases the skids toward placing nonscientific claims in a privatized, 
make-believe realm in which their factual, cognitive status is undermined. 
Thus, inadvertently, Haught and those of his persuasion contribute to the 
marginalization of a Christian worldview. 


THE NATURALIST VIEW OF REALITY 


The picture of reality that results from this creation story (which is, in 
turn, the only story alleged to have the support of scientific ways of know- 
ing) is physicalism: The physical, material cosmos is all there is, was, or 
ever will be. Everything that exists is either physical or can be shown to 
emerge of necessity from the physical when it is in a suitably complex 
arrangement. The naturalist view of reality is either reductionist or elimi- 
nativist: What you cannot reduce to (identify with) the physical you must 
eliminate, pretend that it does not exist. 

Unfortunately, physicalism is woefully inadequate to account for the 
world as it really is. Here are four things that exist that cannot be reduced, 
eliminated, or adequately explained in a physicalist view of reality: 

Consciousness. You can’t get something from nothing, in this case, mind 
from matter, so if you start with matter and simply rearrange it according 
to natural law, you will end up with increasingly complex arrangements of 
brute matter. But consciousness will not come to be. Atheist philosopher 
Paul Churchland acknowledges: 
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The important point about the standard evolutionary story is that the 
human species and all of its features are the wholly physical outcome 
of a purely physical process. ... If this is the correct account of our ori- 
gins, then there seems neither need, nor room, to fit any nonphysical 
substances or properties into our theoretical account of ourselves. We 
are creatures of matter. And we should learn to live with that fact.’ 


Secondary qualities. Primary qualities—size, shape, mass, location, 
being in motion or at rest —are those thought to characterize matter. Sec- 
ondary qualities are features like colors, smells, tastes, sounds, textures. As 
with consciousness, if you start with matter bereft of secondary qualities 
and your creation account tells a story about the rearrangement of matter 
into increasingly complex structures, there will be no account of the origin 
of secondary qualities (and, no, color is not a wavelength of light! The two 
may be correlated, but they are different!). 

Interestingly, secondary qualities are what make the world fun and 
interesting — imagine a world with no smells, colors, or tastes. Christian 
thinkers like John Locke explained their existence theologically: It was 
God’s good pleasure to put them into his world because they make the 
world beautiful and pleasant. This is, indeed, the most rational explana- 
tion for secondary qualities. Naturalists are unable to provide any expla- 
nation of irreducible secondary qualities. 

Normative properties. Normative properties give their owners intrinsic 
value. There are three kinds of normative properties: ethical (goodness, right- 
ness), aesthetic (beauty), and intellectual (being rational, being good evidence). 
Naturalism can describe only what is the case, not what ought to be the case. It 
can (allegedly) account only for how things are, not how they should be. 

The Grand Story itself. Why is there any physical universe at all? Why 
did the initial conditions of the Big Bang take place? Why are the laws of 
nature as they are? Why are the fundamental and fine-tuned constants of 
nature what they are? Since the Grand Story includes a beginning to time 
(the Big Bang), what caused it? Don’t bangs have to have bangers? These 
are legitimate questions, queries that can be explained if there is a God but 
which have no explanation within the constraints of naturalism. 

People pretend that there are no serious implications for individual 
and social life that follow from accepting a naturalist worldview. Nothing 
could be further from the truth. In this case, you cannot have your cake 
and eat it too. Let’s look at some of the important implications of taking 
the naturalistic turn. 
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CRUCIAL IMPLICATIONS 
OF A NATURALIST WORLDVIEW 


The worldview of naturalism presents a thin world. Accordingly, a number 
of troublesome results are most naturally taken to follow from it. Some 
naturalists pretend to accept these results and not to be bothered by them. 
Others say they are bothered but live as if they aren’t. Still others, such as 
one of my atheist professors in graduate school, see the implications and 
commit suicide. Many can’t face these implications, so they try to fiddle 
with naturalism so as to avoid them, but these adjustments are contrived, 
ad hoc, and entirely unconvincing. 

As we saw in chapter 1, there can be no real drama in a thin world 
because such a world does not exhibit the features necessary for objective 
meaning to life. Indeed, secularized folk are truly at a loss when it comes 
to giving an intellectually satisfying and psychologically livable view of 
the meaning of life. A number of years ago, The Rocky Mountain News 
featured a story on the meaning of life by exhibiting several prominent 
answers to the question “What is the meaning of life?”!° Here were some 
of the answers: 


“Life is a slow walk down a long hall that gets darker as you approach 
the end.” 


“Tf there is meaning in life, maybe the purpose is to find it.” 


“Well, my goodness! ‘What is the meaning of life?’ you ask. What is the 
‘meaning’ in your question? And whose life? A worm’s? Or yours? 
In any case, enjoy it.” 


The first response is a trivial, superficial answer to a crucial question. The 
second response is incoherent and circular. The third response is so gen- 
eral and inadequate that it could be satisfied by Adolph Hitler, as long as 
he enjoyed his hideous life. 

At the end of the day, the naturalist answer to the question doesn’t 
get much better than a slogan I recently saw in a Valvoline commercial: 
“You're born, you die; in between, you work on cars.” There are six key fac- 
tors that must occur if there is to be rich, objective meaning to life that can 
be known and realized in our lives. Naturalism fails to provide a satisfying 
account of these factors. 

1. Free will to ground responsibility, creativity, praise, and blame. Most 
commonsense folk know that freedom is incompatible with one’s “actions” 
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being determined by factors outside their control. If a scientist planted 
an electrode in your brain and could cause your body to move by hitting 
the right button, then if he caused your arm to move and a persons face 
was hit, you would not really be responsible, nor would you be the proper 
object of blame. Only if we are the ultimate source of our actions, only if 
the buck stops with us, only if we can act without those “acts” being caused 
by factors outside our control are our actions free and meaningful. 

But as we have already seen, human actions are determined in a natu- 
ralist worldview such that there is no room for freedom. Thus, as natural- 
ist philosopher John Searle says, “our conception of physical reality simply 
does not allow for radical [libertarian] freedom.”!! According to naturalist 
John Bishop, “the idea of a responsible agent, with the ‘originative’ abil- 
ity to initiate events in the natural world, does not sit easily with the idea 
of [an agent as] a natural organism.... Our scientific understanding of 
human behavior seems to be in tension with a presupposition of the ethical 
stance we adopt toward it.”!? Finally, Cornell professor William Provine 
flatly asserts that “free will as traditionally conceived ... simply does not 
exist. There is no way the evolutionary process as currently conceived can 
produce a being that is truly free to make choices.”!? 

Among the reasons for incarcerating people—rehabilitation, deter- 
rence, protection of society, and punishment— only the first three make 
sense in a naturalist view of things. Genuine retributive justice is a thing 
of the past. Naturalist philosopher Daniel Dennett tries to preserve a rem- 
nant of retributive punishment on a naturalist view, but his solution may 
fairly be taken as a reductio ad absurdum against naturalism (if natural- 
ism implies Dennett’s absurd view, then naturalism is false).'* 

Dennett acknowledges that both alcoholics and child abusers are 
equally determined to act as they do by forces outside their control. If 
we wish, we can continue to peel back the layers of people engaged in 
each action and find the genetic or other determining factors producing 
the behavior. Still, we draw a metaphysically arbitrary line between the 
two, and we hold child abusers and not alcoholics responsible for their 
behavior, preferring to treat the latter as a disease. What justifies us in 
drawing the line where we do? Dennett explicitly appeals to a utilitarian 
justification, claiming that it maximizes the greatest amount of good for 
the greatest number of people (e.g., it serves to deter other acts of child 
abuse) if we act as if child abusers are responsible but the same cannot be 
said for alcoholics. 
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Utilitarian justifications of this sort are inadequate for several reasons, 
not least of which is that, if accepted, they justify horrendous moral evils. 
Thus, suppose a serial rapist is active in a major city and, as a result, many 
people are needlessly worried and anxious insofar as the odds of their 
being a victim are small. As a result of this worry, scores of women limit 
their activities and stay cooped up at home and, further, a small number 
of divorces take place because of the increased tension throughout the 
city. Under these conditions, it could easily maximize utility if the police 
catch and punish an innocent homeless man, keep what they have done as 
a secret, and continue to look for the real criminal. 

In the meantime, such an act will deter other crimes by sending a mes- 
sage of police competency, it may deter the serial rapist himself, and it calms 
numerous people who are needlessly worrying; it will also prevent other 
harmful effects like broken homes. Remember, the police keep all of this a 
secret as they continue to look for the real rapist; if caught, they will frame 
him for a different crime. No one will know the difference. Punishing an 
innocent man could maximize the common good and, given a utilitarian 
view of justice, human rights, and punishment, it could easily be the right 
thing to do. But no matter how useful, it is wrong to punish an innocent 
man in this way, and utilitarianism is the worse for suggesting otherwise. 

2. Real intrinsic value that can be known and factored into our lives. If your 
life is to have objective meaning, then three things must be true regarding 
value. First, some things have to be intrinsically good, right, reasonable, and 
beautiful. There have to be ends in themselves, things of worth for their own 
sakes. Second, human faculties have to be such that we can grasp and know 
what is and what is not intrinsically valuable. Part of what makes human life 
objectively meaningful is the knowledgeable, deliberate attempt to be about 
good and to defeat evil. Finally, human actions, projects, relationships, prod- 
ucts, and humans themselves must be among the items that have intrinsic 
value. In grounding meaning to life, it would be of no help if there were 
intrinsic value in the cosmos that was utterly unrelated to human beings. 

Naturalists cannot give an adequate account of these three factors. I 
will address the relationship between intrinsic value and human beings 
below, so let’s set this issue aside for the moment. Regarding the existence of 
intrinsic value, Bertrand Russell’s depiction of the universe cited in chapter 
1 is the most consistent one for a naturalist to adopt. The universe and we 
are just here. The history of the universe is a history of mere descriptive 
facts that does not include the appearance of prescriptive, intrinsic value. 
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As J. L. Mackie, one of the leading intellectual atheists of the twentieth cen- 
tury, noted: “Moral properties constitute so odd a cluster of properties and 
relations that they are most unlikely to have arisen in the ordinary course 
of events without an all-powerful god to create them.”!> Mackie’s natural- 
istic “solution” was to opt for subjectivism about values —a solution, I sup- 
pose, that the Los Angeles rioters following the Rodney King beating could 
have nicely appropriated had they taken the time to read Mackie.!® 
Regarding our ability to know what has intrinsic value, the various 
brain mechanisms relevant to human behavior in general, and rational 
and ethical behavior in particular, are what they are because they aided 
(or at least did not hinder) their possessors in adapting to recurring prob- 
lems over the long course of evolutionary history in feeding, reproducing, 
fighting, and fleeing, which in turn, aided their possessors in the struggle 
for differential reproductive advantage. The blind processes of evolution 
selected sensory and mental faculties apt for interacting with the sense 
perceptible world so organisms could survive to live another day. 
However, the ability to be aware of intrinsic value goes far beyond sense 
experience and, in any case, the accurate perception of value would be 
epiphenomenal in a world whose successive states are governed by the laws 
and states of physics. Thus, as evolutionary naturalist Michael Ruse notes, 


morality is a biological adaptation no less than are hands and feet 
and teeth. Considered as a rationally justifiable set of claims about an 
objective something, ethics is illusory. I appreciate that when some- 
body says “Love thy neighbor as thyself,” they think they are referring 
above and beyond themselves. Nevertheless, such reference is truly 
without foundation. Morality is just an aid to survival and reproduc- 
tion ... and any deeper meaning is illusory.” 


3. The ability to acknowledge the reality of evil, provide an explanation of 
its origin, and offer hope that it is ultimately redeemed and defeated. Suffer- 
ing and evil are real. A satisfying view of meaning to life must not dismiss 
evil as an illusion, and it must offer a rational account for hope in the 
midst of suffering, hope that the suffering can be of ultimate significance. 
But the naturalist can offer no account of how there could be such a thing 
as real evil, much less offer hope in the midst of it. 

To see this, consider the fact that evil is when things are the way they 
are not supposed to be, or they aren’t the way they are supposed to be. 
Neither a rock nor a colorblind child can see red, but only in the latter 
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case is there an evil defect precisely because it is a situation in which things 
aren’t the way they are supposed to be. Now we quite literally say that a 
carburetor on an automobile can function properly or be dysfunctional, 
and when we say the latter, we are saying that it isn’t functioning the way 
it is supposed to function. And when we say that, we are stating that it 
isn’t functioning the way it was designed to function. The most plausible 
account of evil requires reference to a Designer. 

Naturalists cannot help themselves to this depiction of the nature of 
and grounds for proper functioning, the good life, and real evil. While not 
all naturalists agree about the nature of morality and the good life— how 
could they when it is hard enough to have any clear room for objective 
value in a naturalist view of things? — many tough-minded naturalists opt 
for a view of morality that Daniel Callahan calls “minimalist ethics”: One 
may act in any way one chooses so far as one does not do harm to others.!8 
Unfortunately, such an ethic draws too sharp a distinction between public 
and private morality, it reduces humans to isolated moral atoms who create 
their own moral universe, and it deprives us of meaningful and true ways 
to discourse about the good life of virtue in its individual and communal 
forms. Other naturalists follow Alasdair MacIntyre and take virtues and 
the good life of human excellence to be mere expressions of value relative 
to one’s culture and tradition (presumably, not Nazi culture) or to one’s 
private beliefs and choices (presumably, not Jeffrey Dahmer’s.)! 

As for hope in the midst of suffering, about all the naturalist can say is 
that stuff happens, we do the best we can to deal with it, and that’s the end 
of the matter. Charles Darwin noted in his Autobiography: 


[Consider] ... the view now held by most physicists, namely that 
the sun with all the planets will in time grow too cold for life, unless 
indeed some great body dashes into the sun and thus give it fresh 
life.... Believing as I do that man in the distant future will be a far 
more perfect creature than he now is, it is an intolerable thought that 
he and all other sentient beings are doomed to complete annihilation 
after such long-continued slow progress.”° 


This is hardly a robust word in a world where people need real, sen- 
sible hope to cope with suffering. In such cases, people regularly assure 
themselves by saying that things happen for a reason and, thus, there must 
be a redemptive reason for this suffering. But such a claim is empty and 
delusional in the thin world of naturalism. 
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4. Human beings must have equally intrinsic value simply as such. Specie- 
sism is, allegedly, a form of racism, which amounts to an unjustified bias 
toward the value of your own species. Apparently, only humans can be 
guilty of it. But as Helga Kuhse and Peter Singer have noted, the most 
plausible way to justify the claim that humans have intrinsic value as such, 
that they have equal value as humans, and that humans have greater value 
than other biological beings, is to argue that humans were created in the 
image of God. Given that this is false, they claim, it is racist to continue to 
assert these theses.?! 

Indeed, it is not clear how, on a naturalist view, humans have any value 
at all as human beings. If Darwin’s point above is correct, then we current 
humans have less value than future humans and, in fact, may be properly 
treated as means to the end of evolving greater creatures. We stand in 
relation to future products of evolution as amoebas stand in relation to 
us. Indeed, scientists John Barrow and Frank Tipler draw precisely this 
conclusion.”” They argue that humans are just one fleeting stage in evolu- 
tionary development that is moving toward higher and higher life forms. 
All intermediate stages from amoebas to humans have only instrumental 
value as they contribute to later stages. Earlier stages do not have intrinsic 
value. In fact, Barrow and Tipler claim that it is only the DNA program in 
humans that has intrinsic value, and we exist to perfect that program to 
bring about future life. 

A popular naturalist move is to say that we get our value by being per- 
sons and not by being humans, and naturalists offer various criteria for 
personhood: self-awareness, self-control, a sense of the future, ability to 
make plans, ability to relate to others, and so forth. But apart from the fact 
that such a move merely helps itself to the existence of intrinsic value with 
no naturalist justification for it, it suffers from three further difficulties. 

First, the selection of such criteria is itself speciesist. How curious it is 
that persons select criteria of personhood instead of criteria like adaptabil- 
ity and longevity that favor bacteria and insects. Second, vulnerable people 
at the edges of life, who are still bearers of the image of God, fail to have 
value on these criteria. Finally, the criteria are degreed properties, like the 
property of being cloudy— something does not merely have the property; 
rather, it possesses it to a greater or lesser degree. Humans do not equally 
possess self-awareness, the ability to formulate plans, and so forth. This 
would mean that we should not all have equal rights; indeed, according to 
these criteria, half the freshmen at Biola University would fail to qualify as 
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persons during finals week! But any account of objective meaning to life 
must recognize that we humans are fundamentally relational beings and 
that rich relationships flower only in the soil of equal value. It is only if 
we can rationally believe that we are all equal in a fundamental sense that 
genuine, flourishing community is possible. 

5. There must be teleology (things that happen for a purpose or future 
goal) and purpose in the cosmos relevant to human life. The ascendancy of 
naturalism in the West squeezed out the so-called teleological outlook. 
What Newton did to motion at the transition into the eighteenth cen- 
tury, Darwin did to living organisms in the nineteenth century and B. F. 
Skinner did to humans and their actions in the twentieth century. Let me 
explain. 

Aristotle distinguished an efficient from a final cause. An efficient 
cause is that by means of which an effect is produced. When ball A moves 
ball B, A is the efficient cause of B’s motion. A final cause is that for the 
sake of which an effect is produced; that is, Ball A was made to hit ball B 
in order to put B in the side pocket. We can cite efficient causes for what 
makes water boil and we can refer to final causes when we give the reason 
why it is boiling (e.g., to make tea). Teleology refers to something taking 
place for an end, a purpose, a goal, a final cause. 

Aristotle claimed that objects move in order to reach their proper loca- 
tion. He did not mean they did this consciously; he simply thought that a 
principle of teleology was embedded in material objects. Newton rejected 
final causes for motion and explained motion by way of efficient causes 
in terms of the force of gravity. Darwin did the same to living organisms 
and their parts. Instead of explaining the eye’s existence and nature as 
being there in order for the organism to see, Darwin told a story about the 
eye coming to be what it is solely in terms of efficient causes — mutation, 
variation, natural selection. Drawing to a climax the long war against tele- 
ology in human action started by Freud, B. F. Skinner and others of the 
early and mid-twentieth century claimed that no one really acts for the 
sake of an end. Instead, actions are efficiently caused by various motives, 
drives, and so forth. 

Newton’s perspective seems to me to be fair enough, though chemists 
do talk of chemical change taking place in certain ways in order to distrib- 
ute charge most widely or to reach the most energetically feasible state. But 
the shift with Darwin and Skinner are hard sells, indeed. Contemporary 
Darwinist Richard Dawkins acknowledges that biologists must be vigilant 
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to keep in mind that the things they study that seem to have been made 
for a purpose really are not. I leave to your reflection whether or not you 
have ever really acted for the sake of an end, but you may wish to start by 
asking why you are reading this book. 

It is fair to say that efficient and final causality can both be true, but 
such a response misses the point. Final causality is not at home in a natu- 
ralist worldview. As philosophers Joshua Hoffman and Gary Rosenkrantz 
note, attempts to slap teleology onto a naturalist framework really amount 
to the abandonment of naturalism: 


Aristotle’s account [of natural function and teleology] does not 
provide a naturalistic reduction of natural function in terms of effi- 
cient causation. Nor do characterizations of natural function in terms 
of an irreducibly emergent purposive principle, or an unanalyzable 
emergent property associated with the biological phenomenon of life, 
provide such a reduction. Theistic and vitalistic approaches that try to 
explicate natural function in terms of the intentions of an intelligent 
purposive agent or principle are also nonnaturalistic. Another form of 
nonnaturalism attempts to explicate natural function in terms of non- 
natural evaluative attributes such as intrinsic goodness.... We do not 
accept the anti-reductionist and anti-naturalistic theories about natu- 
ral function listed above. Without entering into a detailed critique of 
these ideas, one can see that they either posit immaterial entities whose 
existence is in doubt, or make it utterly mysterious how it can be true 
that a part of an organic living thing manifests a natural function.... 
The theoretical unity of biology would be better served if the natural 
functions of the parts of organic life-forms could be given a reductive 
account completely in terms of nonpurposive or nonfunctional natu- 
ralistic processes or conditions.”? 


In my view, this admission applies to other naturalist attempts to adjust 
their worldview in order to avoid untoward consequences— for example, 
to embrace moral realism and irreducible intrinsic value within a natural- 
ist framework. Such attempts are ad hoc and contrived. They do not follow 
naturally from their worldview. And they are question-begging in light of 
Christianity as a powerful alternative. 

If there is no purpose, no goal, no end in the cosmos, then the same must 
be said for human life and action. The late Harvard evolutionist Stephen Jay 
Gould understood this. When asked why we are here, he gave this reply: 
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We are here because one odd group of fishes had a peculiar fin anat- 
omy that could transform into legs for terrestrial creatures; because 
the earth never froze entirely during an ice age; because a small and 
tenuous species, arising in Africa a quarter of a million years ago, has 
managed, so far, to survive by hook and by crook. We may yearn for a 
“higher” answer —but none exists. [italics mine]*4 


I doubt that Gould really yearned for a higher answer because he goes 
on to say that his views are actually liberating and exhilarating. One of my 
philosophy professors at USC gave essentially Gould’s take on meaning in 
life, and he finished class by saying that the lack of ultimate purpose and 
meaning was liberating to him because it meant that he could do anything 
he wanted to without worrying about any ultimate consequences of his 
actions. This attitude may not have characterized Gould, but I suspect it is 
true of no small number of naturalists. 

Note carefully that the question put to Gould—“Why are we 
here?” —is an irreducibly teleological one. The questioner is asking, “Is 
there some purpose or end for the sake of which we are here?” But Gould, 
understanding clearly the implications of Darwinian naturalism, did not 
answer this question. Instead, he changed the subject and told an efficient 
causal story of how we got here (the italicized words in his statement all 
cite efficient causes). That’s the best a naturalist can do. 

That said, it is ironic that when Gould’s funeral was reported in the 
newspaper, all his naturalistic friends employed teleology to eulogize his life: 
He lived in order to combat ignorance, promote genuine science education, 
and defeat creationism. Here is the unavoidable hunger for drama, a hunger 
that can be neither explained nor satisfied in a naturalist worldview. 

6. There must be a satisfying answer to the question “Why should I be 
moral?” An adequate philosophy of life should include an answer to the ques- 
tion of why one should be moral. But the question “Why should I be moral?” 
needs clarification. Three points should help to clarify the question. 

First, one can distinguish specific moral acts (an act of kindness or of 
self-sacrifice) from what philosophers call the moral point of view. The 
question “Why should I be moral?” is really asking, “Why should I adopt 
the moral point of view?” Thus, it is important to understand what the 
moral point of view is. If you adopt the moral point of view, then you do 
the following: You subscribes to normative judgments (judgments about 
what is right and wrong, about what you should and should not do) about 
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actions, things (persons, the environment), and motives; you are willing 
to universalize judgments (if something is right or wrong for me, then it 
is right or wrong for everyone in a morally relevant situation); you seek to 
form moral views in a free, unbiased, enlightened way; you seek to pro- 
mote the good. 

In other words, if you adopt the moral point of view, you submit to 
and seek to promote the dictates of normative, universalizable morality 
in a mature, unbiased, impartial way. You embrace the dictates of moral- 
ity and seek to live in light of the moral point of view. Such a viewpoint 
governs your life and priorities. So understood, the question “Why should 
I be moral?” becomes the question, “Why should I adopt the moral point 
of view as a guiding force over my life?” 

Second, you can distinguish between motives and reasons for adopt- 
ing the moral point of view. Regarding the former, the question is asking 
what motivates you to adopt the moral point of view. Motives do not need 
to be rational factors. For example, you could say that you are motivated 
to adopt the moral point of view because it gives you approval with your 
parents and with society or simply because of a certain urge or feeling to 
do so. Regarding reasons, the question is asking what rational justification 
can be given for adopting the moral point of view. The question is usually 
framed in terms of reasons, but both reasons and motives are relevant to a 
full discussion of why one adopts the moral point of view. 

Third, it is not clear what kind of justification the question is seeking. 
What kind of “should” is involved in “Why should I be moral?” If it is a 
moral “should,” then the question is asking for a moral justification for 
adopting the moral point of view. If a moral “should” is used in the ques- 
tion, then some philosophers think that the question involves a pointless 
self-contradiction. For you are then asking for a moral reason for accept- 
ing moral reasons. In other words, if you are using a moral “should” in 
the question, then you are already reasoning from within the moral point 
of view, since you are already willing to acknowledge a moral answer to a 
moral question. But if you have already adopted the moral point of view, 
then there is not much point in asking for a moral reason for doing so. 

About the only answer you could give to the question posed would be 
that it is simply morally right to adopt the moral point of view. But if you 
are willing to adopt the moral point of view because such an act is mor- 
ally right, then you have already adopted the moral point of view without 
Knowing it. So the question “Why should I be moral?” is not really using 
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a moral sense of “should,” and if it is, the only answer is that such an act is 
just the morally right thing to do. 

But there is a different notion of “should” that is better suited as a part 
of the question. This is a rational sense of “should.” According to this sense 
of “should,” you are not asking the question “Why should I be moral?” 
from within the moral point of view, but from outside the moral point of 
view altogether. In other words, you are asking the question: “What ratio- 
nal justification can be given to me as to why it would be reasonable for 
me to adopt the moral point of view rather than some other point of view, 
say, an egoistic, self-interested point of view where I govern my life for my 
own best interests without regard for the moral point of view at all?” As 
you seek to formulate a rational life plan for yourself, a well thought-out, 
reasonable approach to the way you will live your life so as to be a rational 
person, why should the moral point of view be a part of that rational life 
plan? In sum, the question “Why should I be moral?” is asking for the 
motives, but more importantly, the reasons why someone should adopt the 
moral point of view as a part of a rational plan of life. 

Part of the rational assessment of an ethical theory or, more generally, 
an entire worldview is the evaluation of the answer that theory or world- 
view provides to the question “Why should I be moral?” Different answers 
have been given to the question, but the two most prominent have been the 
egoistic and theistic replies. Naturalism cannot give a satisfying answer to 
the question, and the most fitting naturalist response is the egoistic one. 
Roughly, the egoistic response says that you ought to be moral just in case 
it is in your best interests to do so. But this answer is inadequate because 
it really says that you should fake caring about morality as long as such 
faking pays off; otherwise, you should just set morality aside when that 
pays off. 

In one way or another, theistic responses incorporate reference to the 
existence of God. For example, you ought to be moral because the moral 
law is true and is constituted by the nonarbitrary commands of a good, 
just, wise, and loving God or because the moral law is grounded in the way 
we were designed by such a God to function properly. For the Christian, 
we should be moral for the same reason that a car should be driven on the 
road and not on the bottom of the ocean. That is the proper, true, flour- 
ishing way we’re made to function, and by so functioning we get in touch 
with reality and bring honor to our wonderful Creator. 
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NATURALISM AND OUR FIVE 
CRUCIAL QUESTIONS 


We have seen why naturalism is a thin worldview. I want to close this 
chapter by putting our five crucial questions to naturalism to provide a 
capstone to our analysis of its inadequacies. 


. What is real? 

. What are the nature and limits of knowledge? 
. Who is well off? What is the good life? 

. Who is a really good person? 
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. How does one become a really good person? 


Naturalism implies that the physical world is all there is; that knowl- 
edge occurs only or most ideally within the bounds of the senses and the 
methods of science; that the good life is whatever you freely choose for 
yourself, for example, a life of social recognition and success (most likely, 
financial, academic, or artistic success); that a really good person is one 
who is true to his or her own ideals (whatever they are) and is tolerant of 
others; and there is virtually no advice given for how to become a good 
person. 

In light of these five questions, naturalism is exposed as the shallow, 
destructive fraud that it really is. By contrast, the worldview of Jesus pro- 
vides deep, satisfying, true answers to these questions. For Jesus, the basic 
reality is the Triune God and his wonderful Kingdom. We have knowledge 
of a wide variety of things, including theological and ethical knowledge. 
The well-off person is anyone who is alive in the Kingdom of God, irre- 
spective of his or her life’s circumstances. The good person is the one who 
is pervaded with agape love and who manifests the fruit of the Holy Spirit 
(love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, 
and self-control, Gal. 5:22-23). The way to become a goad person is to 
enlist as an apprentice of Jesus in Kingdom living. 

By comparison with naturalism, it becomes obvious that the way of 
Jesus is the only game in town! Today, Jesus stands at the center of the 
world and its history, just as he predicted he would. Jesus simply towers 
over any other figure in world history. In the last fifty years, his church has 
experienced the greatest expansion in two thousand years, and there are 
no signs that this harvest is going to slow down. 
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While I have offered criticisms of naturalism from time to time, that 
has not been my main purpose. I have done that elsewhere.”> My pur- 
pose has been to make plain the implications of the worldview that now 
dominates our universities, public schools, and the media. Naturalism 
is a razor-thin worldview, and one would think that its bleakness would 
cause cultural] leaders to reexamine the thick worldview of Christianity. 
But many have refused, opting instead for a second thin worldview that, 
together with naturalism and Christianity, is in a three-way race for the 
hearts, minds, and souls of our families, friends, and social institutions. It 
is more slippery than naturalism, but we will try to get a hold of it in the 
next chapter. 
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QUESTIONS FOR PERSONAL REFLECTION OR 
Group DISCUSSION 


. What do you understand by naturalism? What are its characteristics? 
How do media pundits and the intellectual class often exhale natural- 
ism whenever they comment on human experience, values, the origins 
of the universe, pain, suffering, and justice? Bring to your group at least 
one example of naturalist thinking you have found in the media. 


. Naturalism’s theory of knowledge (epistemology) is called scientism. 
What is scientism? What reasons and evidence could be given to sup- 
port what is wrong with scientism? How and where were you exposed 
to naturalism and scientism? How have you inhaled its ideas? 


Why is scientism so culturally pervasive and attractive to so many 
people? Does this epistemology strike you as arrogant and conde- 
scending? If you were to adopt this epistemology, would it be condu- 
cive to freely and virtuously evaluate beliefs, reasons, and evidence 
that are either independent of, or contrary to, naturalism? 


. Naturalism’s epistemology acts as certainty to its creation story, which 
is proffered by a naturalistic evolutionary theory (pages 44-46). Its 
epistemology and creation story discount or diminish the likelihood 
of moral and theological knowledge as an authoritative explanation 
for the origin of the universe. Do you find naturalism to be amiable to 
considering what is real? Do you think that theistic evolution (at least 
of the John Haught sort) does a better or worse job at being amiable to 
following the evidence where it leads? 


Assess your own worldview. Do you have explanations that are “boot- 
strapped” to a particular epistemology, such that you do not allow 
yourself to consider and evaluate all the relevant data or evidence con- 
cerning what, how, and why something is the case? 


. The author presents four things that exist but that cannot be reduced, 
eliminated, or adequately explained in a physicalist view of reality: 
consciousness, secondary qualities, normative properties, and the 
Grand Story itself (page 47). Interact with each of these. Compare and 
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contrast what are their similarities and differences. Can you think of 
other things that exist but that do not submit to physicalism’s view of 


reality? 


If physicalism is true, how can one explain what is the good, the lovely, 
and the beautiful? If there are things that do exist but that defy physi- 
calism’s epistemology and metaphysic to say that they exist, is it intel- 
lectually responsible to still maintain a commitment to physicalism? 
Why or why not? 


Is human freedom incompatible with one’s “actions” being determined 
by factors outside their control (see pages 49-50)? For example, what 
is meant by “freedom” or “free will”? Why is “determinism” contrary 
to making our actions meaningful? Do you think “determinism” of 
the scientific sort is similar to a determinism of the theological sort, 
the difference being that God does the determining and not some 
impersonal cause? Would our actions be meaningful if God deter- 
mined them? 


Can a naturalist honestly make a distinction between, say, alcoholics 
and child abusers, since according to this worldview both would be 
equally determined to act as they do by forces outside of their control? 


Naturalism fails to provide a satisfying account of what is “real intrin- 
sic value that can be known and factored into our lives” (pages 50-51). 
What is “real intrinsic value”? Why is this important to any life that 
desires to flourish? Can you think of any fictional stories, movies, or 
music that have tried to capture what it would be like to live a mean- 
ingless existence in a meaningless world? 


The author says that “evil is when things are the way they are not 
supposed to be” (page 52). Does this statement have commonsensical 
appeal as you consider cases of evil historically or in our own era? Can 
a naturalist really provide a satisfying account of proper functioning 
(or the lack thereof) in the absence of an intelligent designer? 


Consider and evaluate Daniel Callahan’s “minimalist ethics” (page 52). 
Can you live your life as it was meant to be lived in light of it? Could 
you raise a family or lead a nation with it? Could you go to war or keep 
the peace? Would it give you real hope in the midst of injustice? 


8. 


10. 
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On a naturalist account, is it possible for human beings to have any 
intrinsic value, especially if they are seen as part of some fleeting stage 
in evolutionary development that is moving toward higher and higher 
life forms? 


a. Do you treat yourself or others as though they only have instru- 
mental value? Have you ever been treated as a means toward an 
end? Have you ever been loved or accepted only because of your 
abilities or lack thereof? Have you in your heart or mind begun to 
treat other people as though they were a commodity to be exploited 
for your purposes? 


b. Naturalists sometimes claim that we get our value by being persons 
and not by being human. Usually, they then offer diverse criteria for 
personhood. What is fundamentally wrong with this view? What 
are some of its implications? 


. Naturalism fails to provide a satisfying account of the fact that “there 


must be teleology (things that happen for a purpose or future goal) 
and purpose in the cosmos relevant to human life” (pages 54-56). 
Aristotle distinguished an efficient cause from a final cause. How does 
this distinction help to clarify the fact that there must be teleology in 
the cosmos? Do you think it is freeing or debilitating to live your life 
as though there were no final causes? 


Naturalism fails to provide a satisfying account to the question, “Why 
should I be moral?” (page 56-57). The author distinguishes between 
“motives and reasons for adopting the moral point of view” (page 57). 
What does this mean? Does it make sense to you? 


CHAPTER 3 





THE POSTMODERN STORY 


watched with sadness the movie during an eastbound flight in the sum- 

mer of 2002. The plot for Stolen Summer features Pete, an eight-year-old 
Catholic boy living in suburban Chicago during the 1970s, and his attempt 
to convert Danny, a boy of the same age and a rabbi’s son, during their 
summer break from school. Pete’s efforts are motivated by a desire to fol- 
low the Lord and to bring salvation and a hope for heaven to Danny. Pete is 
an exclusivist — Jesus Christ is the only way to God. Unfortunately, Danny 
becomes seriously ill and passes away during the summer. As the movie 
closes, Pete attends Danny’s funeral, meets his family and offers an apol- 
ogy. He now knows that it does not matter what one believes about God, 
that all roads lead to him, and that sincerity is really what matters. What 
was really stolen that summer was Pete’s exclusivism. He ends up being 
a politically correct pluralist who has learned not to “force his views on 
others.” Those like me who are exclusivists are demeaned, misrepresented, 
and depicted as arrogant, intolerant, and naively misguided. It was very, 
very sad. 

During the fall of 2000 when the presidential race between George W. 
Bush and Al Gore was heating up, I witnessed three similarly saddening 
events on television. The first was an interview on NBC during the Repub- 
lican Convention of four swing voters—citizens who had voted for Bill 
Clinton twice but now were voting for Bush. Each voter, interviewed sepa- 
rately, gave the same reason for his/her swing — Gore was boring, Bush was 
more likeable, came across better on television, and seemed more interest- 
ing and trustworthy. Clearly, these are inadequate reasons for voting for 
any candidate, much less for one to fill one of the most powerful political 
positions in the world. For the swing voters, the make-up man was more 
important than the speech writer. Feelings, image, and likeability guided 
their decisions more than ideas and substance. 
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Shortly thereafter during the Democrat’s convention, the most effective 
campaign move was a lengthy kiss that Al Gore laid on his wife in front of 
the cameras. The next day I listened to a three-hour talk radio show that only 
accepted callers for whom the kiss had been significant. Caller after caller 
gushed that Gore’s kiss motivated them to vote for him because it made him 
seem real, likeable, spontaneous, and concerned about family values. 

A few weeks later after the third presidential debate, Sam Donaldson 
and Cokie Roberts were processing the debate when Roberts said something 
truly shocking. “Sam,” she said, “it is too early to tell who won. We'll have 
to wait until David Letterman and Jay Leno have their comedic say tonight, 
because it is often what the comedians do with the debate that more signifi- 
cantly influences voters than the substance of the debate itself.” 

What do these three political events have in common with Stolen Sum- 
mer? Given that knowledge is limited to empirical science, realms of pub- 
lic discourse outside science — especially religious, ethical, and political 
discourse —are not aspects of life in which truth can be known. Thus, 
decision-making in these areas cannot be guided by any hope of cognitive 
success. As a result, tolerance and pluralism must prevail and rhetoric, 
image, and their kin trump reason, ideas, and knowledge. The makeup 
man is more important than the speech writer. 

The public square is, as some commentators refer to it, “naked.” The 
public square is that arena in which people with various perspectives must 
come together— public schools, political structures, courtrooms. And 
discourse in the public square is naked— it is not informed by a robust 
view of human and social flourishing, character, and virtue, because such 
a view entails that there is knowledge about human nature, ethics, and 
proper/improper individual and social human functioning. The public 
square, along with debates about religion, ethics, and politics, turns out to 
be about power (the ability to enforce compliance) and not about author- 
ity (the right to be believed and followed based on possession of the rel- 
evant knowledge). 

This is one reason why political correctness is about power, not truth, _ 
and this is why the media, university culture, and political interaction have 
become secular. Radicals and activists in the 1960s sought to change the 
world, but given their perhaps unwitting adoption of scientism, the only 
way they could accomplish their aims was through power and not through 
the promotion of nonempirical knowledge. Cultural power is available in 
university, media, and political careers, and having absorbed scientism, 
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when the activists of the sixties stormed these social structures, the inevi- 
table result was their secularization and the emergence of coercive, politi- 
cally correct utilizations of power. Ina naturalist world, the will-to-power 
is all there is; authority is unavailable. 

This is a dangerous situation, and it is not the first time in recent mem- 
ory that it has happened. In the mid-1930s, philosopher Edmund Husserl 
pondered the question of just how it i aap peer Ae ree 
cated society in history (Germany) could have been so easily led by power- 

ders into some of the most barbarous actions and values the world 
had ever seen. His work (The Crisis of European Sciences) was as an expres- 
sion of his reflections on this and related questions. 

According to Husserl, the main culprit was the emergence of a view 
of the nature and limits of knowledge that had come to occupy culture 
generally — knowledge is to be identified with mathematical physics and 
the hard sciences.! For Husserl, this meant that pressing questions of 
human significance those about values, meaning in life, God, the after- 
life, the proper nature of the stätë=-were not capable of being an 
in a way in which those answers would be regarded as items of objective 
knowledge. The effect of this was to privatize ethical and theological issues 
and to set up a cultural context in which people could be manipulated 
by powerful leaders (the makeup man became more important than the 
speech writer!) since there was no knowledge of moral and religious truths 
that could be raised against them. Little did Husserl know when he wrote 
this what was about to come— another war whose intellectual inspiration 
lay in the conceptual relativism of Nietzsche. If Germany’s scientific posi- 
tivism was the disease, Nietzsche was the cure that killed the patient. 


How SHOULD WE THEN LIVE? 


Knowledge is an important basis for acting with authority. We allow den- 
tists and not lawyers to fix our teeth, not because the former have a set of 
sincere beliefs, but because they possess the relevant knowledge. Knowl- 
edge is also a crucial component for living wisely. It is crucial, therefore, 
for Christians to pay close attention to views about the nature and limits 
of knowledge inside and outside of the Christian community. 

How should we Christians respond to the widespread dominance of nat- 
uralism and its scientistic view of knowledge? I will attempt to answer this 
question directly in chapters 4 and 5, but in this chapter I want to warn you 
about the dangers of opting for postmodernism as an appropriate form of 
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self-understanding by the Christian community. A growing number of Chris- 
tian intellectuals are opting for some form of postmodernism; more impor- 
tantly, one of the fastest growing segments of the Christian community— the 
Emerging church —appears to have hitched its wagon to postmodernism in 
a way that is fraught with difficulties seldom appreciated. 

I do not wish to be harsh or inappropriately critical of my brothers and sis- 
ters who are part of the Emerging church. There is much good in the problems 
they are bringing to the surface and in some of the solutions they are offering.’ 
For now, I simply register my concern about what I believe is their unneces- 
sary association with postmodern language and thought. If you are inclined 
in this direction, I ask that you give me a fair chance to suggest a different 
way to accomplish your goals, many of which I share. To facilitate dialog, let 
me begin with a true story, one that I believe illustrates in microcosm what I 
believe has been happening before our very eyes in the broader culture. 

My story is about the journey of one of the leading philosophers of the 
last fifty years, Harvard philosopher Hilary Putnam.’ Around 1980, Put- 
nam attended a dinner party at which the hostess remarked that science 
machine.‘ The statement stuck with Putnam and, in my view, played a role 
in the development of his thought, which moved from strict naturalism 
to a form of relativistic constructivism regarding truth, reality, reference, 
reason, and value.’ Apparently, Putnam could not face the meaningless- 
ness of life in a cold, blind, material universe. Sadly, he did not reconsider 
theism, especially Christian theism. Instead, he moved in a postmodern 
direction according to which reality,value, and truth are arbitrary conven- 
tions relative to different cultures. 

To be sure, postmodernism is a variegated movement with many 
stripes. But if we take postmodernism to include a fejectiom(1) of objec: (1) of objec- 
tive truth construed as a correspondence with reality, (2) of the rational 
objectivity of reason, and (3) of the reality of simply seeing and the human 
ability to be aware of and know reality directly, unmediated by “concep- 
tual schemes,” language, or their surrogates, then Putnam’s move is post- 
modern despite its analytic philosophical trimmings. 

Curiously, truth is a casualty in both scientific naturalism and postmod- 
ernism and, along with it, reason and objective rationality. The Baconian/ 
Cartesian identification of power® over nature as the goal of science is still 
with us, and the postmodern preoccupation with the power dynamics of 
language is well known. 
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Putnam’s way out— moving from the meaningless worldview of natu- 
ralism to relativism without reconsidering Christianity and the existence 
of God—is sad at many levels. At one level, it reminds me of the sup- 
posed virtues of Buddhist justifications for ecology heralded in the late 
1960s. The claim was that Buddhism replaces the Christian chauvinism of 
humans vis-a-vis nature and levels the playing field. What escaped notice, 
however, was that the field was no longer worth playing on because noth- 
ing is of any real value if everything is relative. Similarly, it is small comfort 


to those suffering from real €vil fo be told not to worry about the mean- 


inglessness of it all because we now know that value, every bit as much as 
“reality,” is linguistically constructed. 

But what concerns me more is that, apparently, Putnam could not see a 
more satisfying third option right in front of him. He should have rejected 
the naturalist theory of knowledge and reality, retained the human ability 
to gain nonempirical knowledge of immaterial reality (including theologi- 
cal and ethical knowledge), and pondered what sort of worldview made 
the most sense of this ability. I think such a move would have led him to 
theism. I am concerned that the turn to postmodernisin in the culture gener- 
ally, and the Emerging church particularly, parallels Putnam’s journey with 
all the attendant land mines and booby traps that undermine the possibility 
of a powerful, confident, knowledgeable, vibrant Christian community. 

Putnam’s story helps to set the stage for my treatment of postmodern- 
ism. But one more prop needs to be added before I examine this ideologi- 
cal movement directly, and that is a larger story than Putnam’s. 


THE DECLINE OF THE AMERICAN 
UNI-VERSITY 


In a recent column, civil libertarian Nat Hentoff noted that while our uni- 
versities may exhibit increasing racial diversity, there is one sortof diver- 
sity that they leave out—a diversity of ideas.’ Hentoff reports that both the 
Chronicle of Higher Education and the American Council on Education 
acknowledge that American universities are so dominated with a liberal, 
secular presence and ideology that secular group-think and monolithic 
indoctrination are widespread. In classroom after classroom, politically 
and religiously conservative students are “intimidated into silence, ignored 
or occasionally ridiculed.” 

How did we get into this situation, and what bearing does it have on 
our culture’s view of the reality of moral and religious knowledge? Hentoff 
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does not raise these issues, but those of us in love with Jesus must raise and 
seek to answer them, and that’s what I will attempt to do in this section. 

In her authoritative work The Making of the Modern University, Har- 
vard professor Julie Reuben describes in painstaking — and for Christians, 
painful— detail the transition from the American liberal arts college to 
the modern research university from 1880 to 1930.8 Reuben’s work is a 
must-read for Christians interested in how our culture got in its current 
mess, and I urge my brothers and sisters with postmodern leanings to 
consider Reuben’s insights carefully. 

Reuben divides this time of upheaval into three overlapping periods: 
the Religious Stage (1880-1910), the Scientific Stage (1900-1920), and 
the Humanities and Extracurricular Stage (1915-1930). During the first 
period, colleges took themselves to have two mandates: the impartation 
of wisdom and knowledge and the tools needed to discover them, and the 
development of spiritually, morally, and politically virtuous graduates who 
could serve God, the state, and the church well. 

Note carefully that the college’s purpose was filled with material con- 
tent and was normative: People should be taught how to live well, and knowl- 
edge was available to give content to what this should look like. Because the 
Christian God was a single, unified mind and the source of all truths, 
the curriculum was unified in that every discipline was expected to shed 
light on and harmonize with every other discipline. College faculty and 
administrators were confident that knowledge existed in all the fields of 
study. In particular, spiritual, ethical, aesthetic, and political truth and 
knowledge were real and on a par with truth and knowledge in other disci- 
plines, including science. Front and center was the importance of teaching, 
of gaining a breadth of knowledge, and of fostering spiritual and moral 
virtue. 

This perspective changed, however, as a result of several factors, espe- 
cially the need to develop technology for industry and defense and the 
increased specialization occurring in the sciences. As time went on, a fact/ 
value distinction arose according to which truth and facts, along with the 
knowledge thereof, was the sole domain of empirical science. Religion and 
ethical claims were reduced to private feelings, individual attitudes, and 
personal perspectives. The realm of religion and values became noncog- 
nitive (knowledge is not possible in these domains) and nonfactual (their 
claims are neither true nor false); the function of religion and ethics is 
to help people live better lives (whatever that means). The idea that there 
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exists a stable body of knowable truths gave way to the notion that truth 
changes constantly, that progress, not wisdom, is what matters, and that 
university education should focus on method and “learning how to think,” 
rather than trying to impart knowledge and wisdom to students, espe- 
cially outside the empirical sciences. Academic freedom, “open” inquiry, 
a spirit of skepticism, and specialized research became the central values 
of American universities. 

The abandonment of Christian monotheism from the cognitive domain 
meant that there was no longer a basis for a unified curriculum. Without 
a single, rational God, why think that there is a unity to truth, that one 
discipline should have anything at all to do with another discipline? Thus, 
uni-versities gave way to plural-versities, and we have lived with fragmen- 
tation in our schools ever since the 1930s. No longer did possession of a 
body of knowledge distinguish college graduates from those without such 
an education. Instead, the main gift of a college education, besides helping 
one get a job, was the impartation of a vague “scientific attitude,” of the 
mental discipline to “think for oneself,” of a spirit of open inquiry, and of 
an attitude of tolerance for various viewpoints. 

Great hostility arose to natural and revealed theology and their claim 
to provide knowledge of God and related matters; instead, religion was 
tolerated as long as it did not claim to be cognitive or factual. As the fact/ 
value distinction prevailed, scientism won the day, and along with it, the 
widespread view that there is no such thing as nonempirical knowledge. 
Because it is difficult to sustain the notion that in a domain of life, such 
as the religious and ethical domains, there are truths but no one can know 
what they are, the denial of nonempirical knowledge resulted in the denial 
of truth outside the empirical sciences. At the same time, in many reli- 
gious studies departments, courses centered not on the study of theology 
as such but on the history of religions, where empirical knowledge was 
available. 

So far we have noted two important, related shifts: (1) from a unified 
curriculum, grounded in a monotheistic God, in which knowledge and 
truth was present in all areas of study, to plural-versities with a fragmented 
curriculum in which electives and specialization proliferated and in which 
knowledge was limited to the empirical sciences; (2) from a cognitivist 
view of theological and ethical claims according to which these claims are 
often both true and items of knowledge, to a fact/value distinction accord- 
ing to which empirical science is the sole domain of facts and knowledge, 
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and nonempirical fields (especially religion and ethics) study the realm 
of “values,” that is, nonfactual, private feelings, attitudes, and behaviors, 
which are not topics for which knowledge is available. 

These shifts left university presidents and administrators in a pickle, 
and the sad manner in which they tried to address the problem should 
be a lesson to all who would seek to remove theology and ethics from the 
domain of objective knowledge. Remember the two purposes of college/ 
university education? The first one (about acquiring knowledge and the 
tools necessary to obtain it) was retained, though in a modified form. The 
new goal was not the discovery of truth, but the facilitating of research 
that could provide useful information against a background of changing 
truth. This was easy to accomplish in the sciences and, as a result, the bet- 
ter scientific scholars were increasingly rewarded with not having to teach. 
The humanities were left with shuffling paradigms and teaching students 
new and different language games. If science is the sole domain that stud- 
ies reality, then the humanities are the domain that studies how we talk 
about reality and other things. 

The second purpose was simply impossible to achieve—the devel- 
opment of spiritually, morally, and politically virtuous graduates who 
could serve God, the state, and the church well. For a moment, forget 
about spirituality, God, and the church. The development of morally and 
politically virtuous graduates who could serve their culture requires an 
assumption — the existence of a body of moral knowledge — that is incon- 
sistent with the modern university, which eschews any sort of dogmatism 
and values diversity, tolerance, and academic freedom. 

Given the fact/value distinction and the noncognitivist attitude towards 
religion and morality, the universities did the best they could, I suppose, 
but the history of their attempt to satisfy this second goal is pathetic. At 
the beginning of the period, all fields of study were understood to be rel- 
evant to religious and moral knowledge and training, so this second man- 
date was integrated throughout the curriculum. This is as it should be if 
the domains are cognitive ones. But along the way, the scientists wanted to 
get rid of religious and ethical ideas in their fields and, along with them, 
the need to teach students how to live. So the responsibility for moral and 
religious development fell to the humanities. Administrators looked to 
professors in literature, art, history, language, and philosophy to unify 
the lives of students and teach values for university life in general, and the 
curriculum in particular. 
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There was just one problem. Professors in the humanities had accepted 
the noncognitivist view of these domains and, thus, they could not find 
any basis for agreement about whose values, whose justice, whose religion 
should be taught. The attempt to teach character was inconsistent with the 
other values of the university, namely, tolerance, academic freedom, and 
a spirit of nondogmatic and free inquiry. So professors in the humanities 
couldn’t mount a robust, common vision of moral and religious truth and 
knowledge apt for fulfilling this mandate. As a result, ethical and religious 
training was punted to extracurricular activities. 

Universities sought to provide a unifying, distinct university experi- 
ence that would convey a sense of community and spiritual/moral values 
by developing these extracurricular structures: 


1.. faculty advising that was to go beyond academic aid and include 
personal mentoring 

2. the expansion of dorms and an emphasis on living in dorms as 
vehicles for creating a sense of community in which students from 
various fields could enrich each other and learn spiritual and moral 
lessons in a community atmosphere 

3. the office of Dean of Students, which arose at Yale in 1919, whose job 
was to facilitate spiritual and ethical community among students 

4. freshman orientation, instituted as a means of socializing new stu- 
dents into the university community and orienting them to impor- 
tant spiritual and moral values 


Once again, these efforts failed because no one could agree on exactly 
what spiritual and moral values these programs should aim to foster. More 
importantly, by shifting moral and spiritual training from classroom to 
extracurricular venues, the noncognitivist, nonfactual, purely private 
nature of religion and ethics was underscored. 

All of this signifies the development away from the conviction that 
there is truth and knowledge in religion and ethics to the view that spiri- 
tual and moral guidance is so subjective that it is best left for extracurricu- 
lar specialists like the Dean of Students. The university’s second mandate 
to impart moral and spiritual knowledge to its students devolved into the 
vague aim of developing a rich student life as part of the college expe- 
rience. Given the scientism that filled the atmosphere, morality soon 
became morale or school spirit, and the goal of making a college educa- 
tion a distinct experience turned out to revolve around athletic teams and 
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the school spirit associated with supporting them. As scientism permeated 
American universities, the second mandate went out with a whimper. The 
moral and spiritual wisdom of Plato, Aristotle, Moses, Solomon, and Jesus 
was replaced with football and the school spirit. 

A few years ago and perhaps in a fit of frustration, the president of 
a major Eastern university bemoaned the fact that because the universi- 
ties had abandoned a Judeo-Christian worldview, they were now turning 
out highly skilled barbarians — graduates technically trained but with no 
chests (centers of moral and spiritual awareness), as C. S. Lewis put it. I 
would add that if the students aremt barbarians when they enter the uni- 
versity, there are many forces on campus that will do everything they can 
to be sure they are barbarians when they graduate. This was one theme of 
a recent work by Ben Shapiro on the widespread celebration of and addic- 
tion to sexua] perversion and pornography in Western culture.? Nowhere, 
says Shapiro, is such debauchery celebrated more than on our college cam- 
puses where random sexual encounters are both frequent and regularly 
endorsed by university professors in a zoo-like atmosphere sustained by 
resentment of all things traditional. 

To his credit, Shapiro locates a major source of campus debauchery in 
the loss of belief in objective truth in our universities, along with the pro- 
motion of a politically correct form of tolerance that inevitably degenerates 
into nihilistic, narcissistic, and hedonistic forms of chaotic subjectivism. 
He also tethers this shift to the fact that “traditional authority figures — 
parents, community leaders, even God—have been discarded.”!° What 
Shapiro fails to see, however, is that the ultimate locus of responsibility for 
the ethics of sexual perversion characteristic of our universities is the shift 
in understanding regarding ethical and, ultimately, theological knowledge 
in those institutions. 

A similar blindness afflicts David Horowitz's otherwise courageous and 
accurate description of the grotesquely secularized, leftist liberalism that 
dominates the American university in The Professors: The 101 Most Danger- 
ous Academics in America.'' I am a fan of Horowitz and have enjoyed his 
book immensely. I also appreciate his spirited defense of this book during 
multiple appearances on Fox News program Hannity and Colmes. Horowitz 
correctly points out that the universities are now the powerbase for the sec- 
ular left, and the American university has become an indoctrination center 
for political correctness and its loathing for traditional values, the Judeo- 
Christian religion, and conservative ethical, religious, and political thought. 
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He also offers a useful sociological analysis of why this has happened — for 
example, that the radicals of the 1960s infiltrated the professoriate and have 
continued to hire leftist look-alikes up to the present. 

But such sociological analyses do not go far enough, and Horowitz 
does not mention the shift in epistemology (the emergence of scientism 
that eliminates ethical, religious, and political knowledge) that greased the 
skids for the radicals in the first place. Indeed, he seems guilty of accept- 
ing this shift himself. Thus, he says that professors “have professional 
obligations as teachers, whose purpose is the instruction and education 
of students, not to impose their biases on students as though they were 
scientific facts.” In other words, ethical, religious, or political perspec- 
tives do not rise to the level of scientific certainty and, thus, should not 
be “imposed” on students.!* Again, he opines that “there are no ‘correct’ 
answers to controversial issues, which is why they are controversial: schol- 
ars cannot agree. Answers to such questions are inherently subjective and 
opinion-based.”!9 

Apart from the self-refuting nature of this claim (if there are no cor- 
rect answers on controversial issues, then his own statement, indeed, his 
entire book, cannot be offered as correct because it is surely controversial 
as much as the professors he correctly targets), it seems to presuppose 
that if scholars cannot achieve consensus on a topic, then there is either 
no correct answer or no one can know what the correct answer is. But 
this criterion — that consensus among experts is a necessary condition for 
either truth or knowledge —is a fairly recent one in the history of thought, 
and it is far from obvious. After all, there could be a nonrational reason for 
why consensus has not been achieved regarding some topic besides the fact 
that no one viewpoint is true or capable of being known. 

Indeed, Horowitz's own book is an exceptional example of precisely 
this: locating the subjectivist, biased, agenda-driven group-think that 
dictates what is the “correct” viewpoint to hold in proper academic com- 
pany and what makes rational appraisal of alternatives all but impossible. 
Besides, this criterion (that experts must reach consensus before truth 
or knowledge can be achieved) is also self-refuting (experts do not agree 
about the criterion itself and, thus, by its own standard of acceptability, it 
cannot be true or known to be true). 

But I must stop shadow-boxing with Horowitz. The important point 
for our purposes is that his own theory of knowledge undermines the very 
thing that is needed to restore the plural-versities of our time to uni-versities 
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in which civil argumentation, not indoctrination, can flourish. Such a 
theory of knowledge underwrites the reality of nonempirical knowledge, 
which, together with producing spiritually, morally, and politically flour- 
ishing graduates, can provide the only appropriate purpose for a university 
education. And if a Christian worldview is the best way to make sense of 
how such knowledge and truth could exist and how there could actually 
be meaning to life, including meaning to social institutions (the university 
included), then so be it. 

Even though Horowitz fails to see the basic issue, his book is an encour- 
aging step forward in exposing the bankruptcy of the contemporary secu- 
lar university. Even more encouraging is C. John Sommerville’s latest book, 
The Decline of the Secular University.'* Sommerville is professor emeritus 
of history at the University of Florida, and his book is a scathing critique 
of the secularization of western universities. The publisher has provided a 
summary of this book with these words: 


The American university has embraced a thorough secularism that 
makes it increasingly marginal in a society that is characterized by high 
levels of religious belief. The very secularization that was supposed to 
be a liberating influence has resulted in the university’s failure to pro- 
vide leadership in political, cultural, social, and even scientific arenas. 

In The Decline of the Secular University, C. John Sommerville 
explores several different ways in which the secular university fails in 
its mission through its trivialization of religion. He notes how little 
attention is being given to defining the human, so crucial in all aspects 
of professional education. He alerts us to problems associated with 
the prevailing secular distinction between “facts” and “values.” He 
reviews how the elimination of religion hampers the university from 
understanding our post-Cold War world. Sommerville then shows 
how a greater awareness of the intellectual resources of religion might 
stimulate more forthright attention to important matters like our loss 
of a sense of history, how to problematize secularism, the issue of judg- 
ing religions, the oddity of academic moralizing, and the strangeness 
of science at the frontiers. 

Finally, he invites the reader to imagine a university where reli- 
gion is not ruled out but rather welcomed as a legitimate voice among 
others. Sommerville’s bracing and provocative arguments are sure to 
provoke controversy and stimulate discussion both inside and outside 
the academy.!° 
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Yeah, verily, and amen! My only word of caution is to be sure we argue 
for the importance of a Christian worldview for the university's mission on 
the grounds that it is rational, defensible, and arguably true, and not simply 
because of the good results that follow when religion gets a place at the table. 
We Christians must defend the objectivity of ethical and theological knowl- 
edge no matter what the cost or how embarrassing it is for some Christian 
intellectuals who have already given up this ground. Luther once said that 
if we defend Christ at all points besides those at which he is currently being 
attacked, we have not really defended Christ. Luther may have overstated 
the issue, but there is an important insight here: In presenting our lives and 
defending our ideas to the culture, we must direct most of our efforts toward 
the central tension points blocking our efforts. As go the universities, so goes 
the culture, and the Christian must keep in mind the tensions between Chris- 
tian claims and competing worldviews currently dominating the culture, 
especially views of knowledge and reality that constitute the universities. 

As we have just seen, there is an important cultural fact that Christians 
must face, especially in light of Luther’s dictum: There simply is no established, 
widely recognized body of ethical or religious knowledge now operative in the 
institutions of knowledge in our culture, for example, the universities. Ethical 
and religious claims are placed into what Francis Schaeffer used to call the 
upper story, and they are judged to have little or no epistemic authority, espe- 
cially compared to the authority given to science to define the limits of knowl- 
edge and reality in those same institutions. This raises pressing questions: Is 
Christianity a knowledge tradition or merely a faith tradition, a perspective that, 
while true, cannot be known to be true and must be embraced on the basis of 
some epistemic state weaker than knowledge? Is there nonempirical knowledge, 
including knowledge of value and nonphysical, immaterial matters? 

There are at least two reasons why these may well be the crucial ques- 
tions for Christians to keep in mind as they sift through the ideas extant 
in our culture. First, Christianity claims to be a knowledge tradition and 
places knowledge at the center of proclamation and discipleship. The Old 
and New Testaments, including the teachings of Jesus, claim not merely 
that Christianity is true, but that a variety of its moral and religious asser- 
tions can be known to be true. 

Second, knowledge is the basis of responsible action in society (recall 
the example above about dentists and lawyers). If, then, Christians do little 
to deflect the view that theological and ethical assertions are merely parts 
of a tradition, ways of seeing the world from a Christian “perspective” 
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that fall short of conveying knowledge, they inadvertently contribute to 
the marginalization of Christianity precisely because they fail to rebut the 
contemporary tendency to rob it of the very thing that gives it the author- 
ity necessary to prevent that marginalization (i.e., its legitimate claim to 
give us moral and religious knowledge). 

Both in and out of the church, Jesus has been lost as an intellectual 
authority, and the Christian should weigh ideas in light of this fact. It is 
because of this broad context regarding the nature and limits of knowledge 
that Christian acceptance of and association with postmodernism in both 
its strong and weaker incarnations is irresponsible and results in the church 
becoming its own grave-digger. 


THE POSTMODERN TURN 


Postmodernism is a loose coalition of diverse thinkers from several differ- 
ent academic disciplines, so it is difficult to characterize postmodernism in 
a way that would be fair to this diversity. Still, it is possible to provide a fairly 
accurate characterization of postmodernism in general, since its friends and 
foes understand it well enough to debate its strengths and weaknesses. '¢ 

Postmodernism is both a historical, chronological notion and a phil- 
osophical ideology. Understood historically, postmodernism refers to 
a period of thought that follows, and is a reaction to, the period called 
modernity. Modernity is the period of European thought that developed 
out of the Renaissance (fourteenth to seventeenth centuries) and flour- 
ished in the Enlightenment (seventeenth to nineteenth centuries) in the 
ideas of people like Descartes, Locke, Berkeley, Hume, Reid, Leibniz, and 
Kant. In the chronological sense, postmodernism is an era that began after 
and, in some sense, replaces modernity. 

As a philosophical ideology, postmodernism is primarily a reinter- 
pretation of what knowledge is and what counts as knowledge, though 
postmodernists don’t like to talk in this way. More broadly, it represents 
a form of cultural relativism about such things as reality, truth, reason, 
value, linguistic meaning, the self, and other notions. On a postmodern 
view, there is no such thing as objective reality, truth, value, reason, and so 
forth. All these are social constructions, creations of linguistic practices, 
and as such are relative not to individuals, but to social groups that share a 
narrative. Roughly, a narrative is a perspective such as Marxism, atheism, 
or Christianity that is embedded in the group’s social and linguistic 
practices. A narrative is the community’s story by which it expresses its 
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shared concerns. Important postmodern thinkers are Friedrich Nietzsche, 
Ludwig Wittgenstein, Jacques Derrida, Thomas Kuhn, Michel Foucault, 
Martin Heidegger, and Jean-Francois Lyotard. Two aspects of postmodern 
thought are worthy of special attention. 

1. Postmodernism and the denial of objective knowledge and reason. 
Many, if not most, postmodernists deny that people can function objec- 
tively when it comes to rationality and knowledge. According to Emer- 
gent church leader Brian McLaren, making absolute truth claims becomes 
problematic in the postmodern context. 


I think that most Christians grossly misunderstand the philosoph- 
ical baggage associated with terms like absolute or objective (linked to 
foundationalism and the myth of neutrality).... Similarly, arguments 
that pit absolutism versus relativism, and objectivism versus subjectiv- 
ism, prove meaningless or absurd to postmodern people.” 


Postmodernists often reject the notion that rationality is objective on 
the grounds that no one approaches life in a totally objective way without 
bias. Thus, objectivity is impossible, and observations, beliefs, and entire 
narratives are theory-laden. There is no neutral standpoint from which 
to approach the world. Therefore, observations, beliefs, and the like are 
perspectival constructions that reflect the viewpoint implicit in one’s own 
web of beliefs. For example, the late Stanley Grenz claimed that postmod- 
ernism rejects the alleged modernist view of reason which “entails a claim 
to dispassionate knowledge, a person’s ability to view reality not as a con- 
ditioned participant but as an unconditioned observer—to peer at the 
world from a vantage point outside the flux of history.”!® 

Regarding knowledge, postmodernists believe that there is no point of 
view from which one can define knowledge itself or what counts as knowl- 
edge without begging the question in favor of one’s own view. “Knowledge” 
is a construction of one’s social, linguistic structures, not a justified, truth- 
ful representation of reality by one’s mental states. For example, knowledge 
amounts to what is deemed to be appropriate according to the professional 
certification practices of various professional associations. As such, knowl- 
edge is a construction that expresses the social, linguistic structures of 
those associations, nothing more, nothing less. 

Let’s focus on the question of objectivity. (I will address the nature of 
knowledge in chapter 5.) People can fail to be objective in one of three 
senses. One can lack psychological objectivity, rational objectivity, or in 
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some way be cut off from direct access to a language- or mind-indepen- 
dent real world—a world that exists and is what it is, quite independently 
of our talking and thinking about it. Let’s focus on the first two senses — 
psychological and rational objectivity —and leave access to the external 
world to chapter 5. 

Postmodern claims about objectivity often exhibit deep confusion. As 
a first step toward clearing away this confusion, we need to clarify the 
distinction between psychological and rational objectivity, a distinction 
that postmodernists often miss. 

Psychological objectivity is detachment, the absence of bias, a lack of 
commitment either way on a topic. Do people ever have psychological 
objectivity? Yes, they do, typically in areas in which they have no interest or 
about which they know little or nothing. Note carefully two things about 
psychological objectivity. For one thing, it is not necessarily a virtue. It is 
there if one has not thought deeply about an issue and has no convictions 
regarding it. But as one develops thoughtful, intelligent convictions about 
a topic, it is wrong to remain “unbiased,” that is, uncommitted regarding 
it. Otherwise, what role would study and evidence play in the development 
of one’s approach to life? Should one remain “unbiased” that cancer is a 
disease, that rape is wrong, that the New Testament was written in the first 
century, that there is design in the universe, if one has discovered good 
reasons for each belief? No, one should not. 

For another thing, while it is possible to be psychologically objective 
in some cases, most people are not psychologically objective regarding 
the vast majority of the things they believe. In these cases, it is crucial to 
observe that a lack of psychological objectivity does not matter, nor does it 
cut one off from knowing or seeing the world directly the way it is, or from 
presenting and arguing for one’s convictions. Why? Because a lack of psy- 
chological objectivity does not imply a lack of rational objectivity, and it is the 
latter that matters most, not the former. We have all had experiences where 
we were committed to a viewpoint and, thus, were not 50/50 about it, and 
later we came to hear good arguments for and against that viewpoint (as 
well as bad arguments for and against it!). The lack of psychological objec- 
tivity did not keep our rational faculties from working. 

To understand this, we need to get clear on the notion of rational objec- 
tivity. Rational objectivity is the state of having accurate experiential or 
cognitive access to the thing itself. This entails that if one has rational 
objectivity regarding some topic, then one can discern the difference 
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between genuinely good and bad reasons/evidence for a belief about that 
topic and one can hold the belief for genuinely good reasons/evidence. 
The important thing here is that bias does not stand between a knowing 
subject and an intentional object, nor does it eliminate a person’s ability to 
assess the reasons for something. Bias may make it more difficult, but not 
impossible. If bias made rational objectivity impossible, then no teacher — 
including the postmodernist herself— could responsibly teach any view 
the teacher believed on any subject! Nor could the teacher teach opposing 
viewpoints, because she would be biased against them! 

2. Postmodernism and the denial of objective, absolute truth. The second 
troublesome feature of much postmodern involvement is the denial of the 
notion of objective truth, especially the correspondence theory of truth. 
Accordingly, our descriptions of the world are neither true nor approximately 
true. Moreover, we are trapped behind our language (theories, conceptual 
schemes, narratives) and cannot get to the thing-in-itself, so for all purposes, 
questions about the existence and nature of the “real world” are moot. 

A bit more needs to be said about the correspondence theory of truth. In 
its simplest form, the correspondence theory says that a proposition is true 
to the extent that it corresponds to reality, when what it asserts to be the 
case is indeed the case. More generally, truth occurs when a truth-bearer 
stands in an appropriate correspondence relation to a truth-maker: 


correspondence relation 
truth-bearer truth-maker 


What is the truth-bearer? It is the thing that is true or false. Moreover, 
the thing that is either true or false is not a sentence but a proposition. A 
proposition is the content of a sentence. For example, “It is raining” and 
“Es regnet” are two different sentences that express the same proposition. 
A sentence is a linguistic object consisting of a sense perceptible string 
of markings formed according to a culturally arbitrary set of syntactical 
rules, a grammatically well-formed string of spoken or written scratch- 
ings/sounds. Sentences are true to the extent that they express a true prop- 
osition or content. 

What about truth-makers? What is it that makes a proposition true? 
The best answer is facts. A fact is some real state of affairs in the world — 
for example, grass’s being green, an electron’s having negative charge, 
God’s being all-loving. Consider the proposition that grass is green. This 
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proposition is true just in case a specific fact, namely, grass’s being green, 
actually occurs in the real world. If Sally has the thought that grass is green, 
the specific state of affairs, (grass actually being green) “makes” the propo- 
sitional content of her thought true just in case the state of affairs actually 
is the way the proposition represents it to be. Grass’s being green makes 
Sally’s thought true even if Sally is blind and cannot tell whether or not 
it is true, and even if Sally does not believe the thought. Reality makes 
thoughts true or false. A thought is not made true by someone believing it 
or by someone being able to determine whether or not it is true. Put dif- 
ferently, evidence allows one to tell whether or not a thought is true, but 
the relevant fact is what makes it true. 

Our study of truth-bearers has already taken us into the topic of the 
correspondence relation. Correspondence is a two-placed relation between 
a proposition and a relevant fact. A two-placed relation, such as “larger 
than,” is one that requires two things (say, a desk and a book) before it 
holds. Similarly, the truth relation of correspondence holds between two 
things—a relevant fact and a proposition —just in case the fact matches, 
conforms to, corresponds with the proposition. 

What reasons can be given for accepting the correspondence theory 
of truth? Two main arguments have been advanced for the correspon- 
dence theory, one descriptive and one dialectical. The descriptive argu- 
ment focuses on a careful description and presentation of specific cases to 
see what can be learned from them about truth. As an example, consider 
the case of Joe and Frank. While in his office, Joe receives a call from 
the university bookstore that a specific book he had ordered— Richard 
Swinburne’s The Evolution of the Soul—has arrived and is waiting for him. 
At this point, a new mental state occurs in Joe’s mind—the thought that 
Swinburne’s The Evolution of the Soul is in the bookstore. 

Now Joe, being aware of the content of the thought, becomes aware 
of two things closely related to it: the nature of the thought’s intentional 
object (Swinburne’s book being in the bookstore) and certain verifica- 
tion steps that would help him to determine the truth of the thought. For 
example, he knows that it would be irrelevant for verifying the thought to 
go swimming in the Pacific Ocean. Rather, he knows that he must take a 
series of steps that will bring him to a specific building and look in a cer- 
tain place for Swinburne’s book in the university bookstore. 

So Joe starts out for the bookstore, all the while being guided by the 
proposition that Swinburne’s The Evolution of the Soul is in the bookstore. 
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Along the way, his friend Frank joins him, though Joe does not tell Frank 
where he is going or why. They arrive at the store and both see Swinburne’s 
book there. At that moment, Joe and Frank simultaneously have a certain 
sensory experience of seeing Swinburne’s book, The Evolution of the Soul. 
But Joe has a second experience not possessed by Frank. Joe experiences 
that his thought matches, or corresponds with, an actual state of affairs. 
He is able to compare his thought with its intentional object and “see,” or 
be directly aware, that the thought is true. In this case, Joe actually experi- 
ences the correspondence relation itself and truth itself becomes an object 
of his awareness. 

The dialectical argument asserts that those who advance alternative the- 
ories of truth or who simply reject the correspondence theory actually pre- 
suppose it in their own assertions, especially when they present arguments 
for their views or defend them against defeaters. Sometimes this argument 
is stated in the form of a dilemma: Those who reject the correspondence 
theory either take their own utterances to be true in the correspondence 
sense or they do not. If the former, then those utterances are self-defeating. 
If the latter, there is no reason to accept them, because one cannot take their 
utterances to be true. 

Many postmodernists deny the existence of objective truth, construed 
along the lines of the correspondence theory, which they often equate with 
absolute truth. For example, Christian postmodernist Philip Kenneson 
flatly states: 


Let me assure you that I am not a relativist. But the reason I am not 
a relativist may not bring you much comfort; it is because I don’t believe 
in objective truth, a concept that is the flip side of relativism and that 
is necessary for the charge of relativism to be coherent. In other words, 
one can defend objective truth or relativism only by assuming that it 
is possible for human beings to take up a “view from nowhere”; since 
I don’t believe in “views from nowhere,” I don’t believe in objective 
truth or relativism. Moreover, I don’t want you to believe in objective 
truth or relativism either, because the first concept is corrupting the 
church and its witness to the world, while tilting at the second is wast- 
ing the precious time and energy of a lot of Christians.!” 


As we saw above, Brian McLaren opines that making absolute truth 
claims is problematic in the postmodern context. To be sure, McLaren 
is not a philosopher, but I believe that his statements represent crucial 
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data that should be taken into account by any Christian—scholar or 
otherwise — before they climb into bed with postmodern thought. Why? 
Christians are concerned about the impact their views have on the broader 
culture, and it is clear that postmodern ideas have influenced McLaren’s 
understanding of truth. McLaren is an influential pastor in the Christian 
community, and his views of these matters are representative of many who 
have opted for the emerging church and its philosophy of ministry. 

Unfortunately, this postmodern rejection of objective or absolute truth 
rests on at least two confusions. The first postmodern confusion involves 
metaphysical versus epistemic notions of absolute truth. In the metaphysi- 
cal and correct sense, absolute truth is the same thing as objective truth. 
On this view, people discover truth, they do not create it, and a claim is 
made true or false in some way or another by reality itself, totally inde- 
pendently of whether the claim is accepted by anyone. Moreover, an abso- 
lute truth conforms to the three fundamental laws of logic (an assertion 
is identical to itself and is different from other assertions, an assertion 
cannot be true and false at the same time in the same sense, and an asser- 
tion has to be either true or false), which are absolute truths themselves. 
According to objectivism, a commitment to the absolute truth of some 
proposition P entails no thesis about a knowing subject’s rational situation 
regarding P. 

By contrast with the metaphysical notion, postmodernists claim that a 
commitment to absolute truth is rooted in Cartesian anxiety (an anxious 
need to be absolutely certain about something) and its need for absolute 
certainty; accordingly, they claim that acceptance of the absolute truth 
of P entails acceptance of the conjunction of P’s truth in the objective 
sense and the possibility of a (finite) knowing subject having complete 
certainty with respect to P. Thus, one postmodernist recently stated that 
commitment to objective truth and the correspondence theory is merely 
“an epistemic project [that] is funded by ‘Cartesian anxiety, a product of 
methodological doubt.””° 

As I have already pointed out, this claim is entirely false philosophi- 
cally. Advocates of a correspondence theory of objective truth take the view 
to be a realist metaphysical thesis and they steadfastly reject all attempts to 
epistemologize the view. The claim that some proposition P is an objective 
or absolute truth is simply the claim that P corresponds to reality. Such a 
claim says absolutely nothing about the speaker’s degree of certainty with 
respect to P. 
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The second confusion is one about the identity of the truth-bearer. 
As we have already seen, the informed correspondence theorist will say 
that propositions are truth-bearers. What is a proposition? Minimally, it is 
the content of declarative sentences/statements and thoughts/beliefs that 
is true or false. Beyond that philosophers are in disagreement, but most 
would agree that a proposition (1) is not located in space or time; (2) is 
not identical to the linguistic entities that may be used to express it; (3) is 
not sense perceptible; (4) is such that the same proposition may be in more 
than one mind at once; (5) need not be grasped by any (at least finite) 
person to exist and be what it is; (6) may itself be an object of thought 
when, for example, one is thinking about the content of one’s own thought 
processes; and (7) is in no sense a physical entity. 

By contrast, a sentence is a linguistic type or token consisting in a sense 
perceptible string of markings formed according to a culturally arbitrary 
set of syntactical rules. A statement is a sequence of sounds or body move- 
ments employed by a speaker to assert a sentence on a specific occasion. 
So understood, neither sentences nor statements are good candidates for 
the basic truth-bearer. 

It is pretty easy to show that having or using a sentence (or any other piece 
of language) is neither necessary nor sufficient for thinking or having propo- 
sitional content. First, it’s not necessary. Children think prior to their acquisi- 
tion of language—how else could they thoughtfully learn language—and, 
indeed, we all think without language regularly. Moreover, the same proposi- 
tional content may be expressed by a potentially infinite number of pieces of 
language and, thus, that content is not identical to any linguistic entity. This 
alone is not enough to prove that propositional content can exist without 
language. But when one attends to the content that is being held constant as 
arbitrary linguistic expressions are selected to express it, that content may 
easily be seen to satisfy the nonlinguistic traits of a proposition listed above. 
For example, if I have in my mind the content that snow is white, I can vary 
the sentence I use to express that content from “snow is white” to “Schnee ist 
weiss.” The linguistic expressions can vary and, indeed, are arbitrary while 
the content of the sentences remains the same in my mind. 

Second, it’s not sufficient. If erosion carved an authorless linguistic 
scribble in a hillside, for example, “I’m eroding,” then strictly speaking it 
would have no meaning or content, though it would be empirically equiv- 
alent to another token of this type that would express a proposition were 
it the result of authorial intention. 
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Postmodernists attack a straw man when they focus on the alleged 
inadequacies of linguistic objects to do the work required of them in a 
correspondence theory of truth. Speaking for himself and other postmod- 
ernists, Joseph Natoli claims that “no one representation, or narrative, can 
reliably represent the world because language/pictures/sounds (signifiers) 
are not permanent labels attached to the things of the world nor do the 
things of the world dwell inside such signifiers.”*! 

Unfortunately, even granting the fact that language (and certain sensa- 
tions) is problematic if taken to represent things in the world (e.g., grant- 
ing that the language/world hookup is arbitrary), it follows that human 
subjects fail to be able to accurately represent the world only if we grant the 
further erroneous claim that representational entities are limited to lan- 
guage (and certain sensations). But this is precisely what the sophisticated 
correspondence theorist denies. 

Again, according to Richard Rorty, “to say that truth is not out there 
is simply to say that where there are no sentences there is not truth, that 
sentences are elements of human language, and that human languages 
are human creations. Truth cannot be out there—cannot exist indepen- 
dently of the human mind—because sentences cannot so exist, or be out 
there.... Only descriptions ... can be true and false.”?? It should be obvi- 
ous that Rorty attacks a straw man and that his argument goes through 
only if we grant that sentences are the fundamental truth-bearers. 


POSTMODERNISM AND OUR FIVE 
CRUCIAL QUESTIONS 


At the end of chapter 1, we cited five crucial questions that should be put to 
any worldview. In answering these questions now, reality for postmodernism 
either does not exist or we have no direct access to it. Claims to have knowl- 
edge are power moves designed to dominate those judged not to have it. More 
modestly, knowledge is what your community’s experts will let you get away 
with saying without having to defend yourself further. The good life and the 
nature of a good person are whatever your community arbitrarily takes them 
to be. Moreover, there is no clear advice given as to how to become a good 
person. Instead, we get mantras about being tolerant and doing whatever you 
want as long as you harm no one else. It’s all pretty thin stuff. 

It is open to a postmodernist to complain that my treatment of post- 
modernism only addresses extreme versions of the ideology and fails to 
take into account weaker forms that are consistent with Christianity. This 
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response is beside the point. For one thing, my description of postmodern- 
ism is an accurate account that fairly captures an understanding of post- 
modernism widely employed throughout the literature. So even if there 
are more conservative forms of postmodernism, I can hardly be accused 
of offering a caricature of the movement. 

Second, there are ideas central to postmodernism, such as a lack of 
direct access to a language-independent world, that make it difficult, if not 
impossible, to prevent a more conservative postmodern perspective from 
sliding into a stronger relativist form. For example, if all perception and 
knowledge take place from within a culture, a standpoint, or a tradition, 
if all perception and knowledge are interpretive and laced with presup- 
positions, if all observations are “theory laden,” then it is hard to see how 
people can ever compare their concepts or theories with the world as it 
is in itself. And if we cannot know the world as it is in itself, unmediated 
by language and its surrogates, then debates about whether there is a real 
external world are like a bunch of stray cats fighting over an old, rotting 
mouse carcass. 

Third, given the loss of moral and spiritual knowledge that I have been 
at pains to describe and explain, it is irresponsible and naive to adopt a 
postmodern perspective and try to harmonize it with Christianity. 

Should Christians utilize postmodernist insights from time to time 
as they find helpful? I don’t believe they should, and to see why, consider 
Nazi ideology. Surely, some aspects of Nazi thought — for example, a com- 
mitment to a strong national defense and to solid education for youth— 
are correct and appropriate. But for two reasons, it would be wrong to 
say that one was neutral or even favorable toward Nazi thought, rejecting 
its problems and embracing its advantages. First, Nazi thought is so hor- 
rible and its overall impact so harmful that its bad features far outweigh 
whatever relatively trivial advantages it offers. Thus, such an attitude is 
inappropriate toward Nazi thought. Second, neither of the advantages just 
cited (strong national defense and solid education) requires Nazi ideology 
for its justification. 

The same points apply to postmodernism. Its harm to the cause of Christ 
and human flourishing far outweigh any advantages that may accrue to it, 
and whatever those advantages are, they do not require postmodernism for 
their justification. After all, the importance of narrative and story, and the 
need to be aware of the inappropriate use of power have been understood 
long before postmodernism came on the scene. Moreover, the way to avoid 
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scientism and reductionism is to use the very things postmodernists deny 
to argue against them. The only alternative to argument is the use of mere 
rhetoric or sheer politically correct public power to marginalize scientism 
and reductionism, and this use of power is the very thing postmodernists 
rightly abhor. 

In her provocative book entitled Longing to Know, Esther Meek asserts 
that humans as knowers exercise a profound responsibility to submit to 
the authoritative dictates of reality.? Thus, “it is not responsible to deny 
objective truth and reality in knowing; it is irresponsible. It is not respon- 
sible to make the human knower or community of knowers the arbiters of 
a private truth and reality; it is irresponsible.”*4 Again, Meek claims that 
“good, responsible knowing brings blessing, shalom; irresponsible know- 
ing brings curse.”? Elsewhere Meek warns that 


the kind of freedom implied by the thought that we humans completely 
determine our reality leaves us with a gnawing sense of the relative 
insignificance of our choices. I think it leads not to total responsibility 
but to careless irresponsibility, both with regard to ourselves and with 
regard to other humans, not to mention to the world. And, paradoxi- 
cally, it leads not to a deeper sense of [communal or individual] iden- 
tity and dignity but to a disheartening lack of it. 


We need to pay careful attention to Meek’s claims. As humans, we 
live and ought to live our lives not merely by truth but by knowledge of 
truth. Knowledge of truth gives us confident trust and access to reality. 
Moreover, those of us called to be teachers and scholars for the church 
and, indeed, for the unbelieving world are enjoined not only to impart 
and defend truth, but to impart and defend knowledge of truth, and, even 
more, to impart and defend knowledge of truth as knowledge of truth. 
This entails we must impart and defend the notion that we do, in fact, 
have knowledge of important spiritual and ethical truths. Among other 
things, this gives confidence in truth and knowledge to those we serve. 
Thus, we are irresponsible not simply if we fail to achieve knowledge of 
reality; we are doubly irresponsible if we fail to impart to others knowl- 
edge as knowledge. The corrosive affects of postmodernism eat away at the 
fulfillment of these duties and responsibilities that constitute our calling 
from Almighty God. 

Meek goes on to point out that the achieving of knowledge and the teach- 
ing of it as knowledge “calls for courageous resolve. And this courageous 
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resolve, when proven true, merits the deep admiration of others.””” The 
need for such courage is especially grave today as we labor in an intellectual 
milieu in which the worldviews of naturalism and postmodernism both 
entail that there is no nonempirical knowledge, especially no religious or 
ethical knowledge. 

Faced with such opposition and the pressure it brings, postmodernism 
is a form of intellectual pacifism that, at the end of the day, recommends 
backgammon while the barbarians are at the gate. It is the easy way out 
that removes the pressure to engage alternative conceptual schemes, to 
be different, to risk ridicule, to take a stand outside the gate. But it is pre- 
cisely as disciples of Christ— even more, as officers in his army—that the 
pacifist way out is simply not an option. However comforting it may be, 
postmodernism is the cure that kills the patient, the military strategy that 
concedes defeat before the first shot is fired, the ideology that undermines 
its own claims to allegiance. As followers of the Lord Jesus, the postmod- 
ern option is a concession to our culture that goes too far, however well- 
intentioned it is. We can and must do better than this if we are to be up to 
the task of responding to the crisis of our age. 
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QUESTIONS FOR PERSONAL REFLECTION OR 
Group DISCUSSION 


1. Postmodernism is another dominant worldview in Western culture 
today. It has contributed to making discourse in the public square 
“naked.” What does that mean (pages 65-66)? How have the debates 
about religion, ethics, and politics turned out to be about power (the 
ability to enforce compliance) rather than about authority (the right to be 
believed and followed based on possession of the relevant knowledge)? 


Our so-called “information age” has democratized information pro- 
duction, dissemination, and access. Do you think this has contributed 
to human beings as being more wise and virtuous? If not, why not? 


2. Two important shifts that have occurred in Western culture at large 
and in academia in the last one hundred years have been discussed. 
What are they, how did they come about, and what has been their 
implication (pages 69-70). 


Critique the fact/value distinction—i.e., the claim that science pres- 
ents facts and theology or ethics present values (which are to be held 
privately because they should not have authority in the public square). 
Is this a false dichotomy? If so, why? How has it contributed to the view 
that Christianity is a faith tradition and not a knowledge tradition? Do 
you live your life publicly as though the fact/value distinction is true? 


3. Postmodernism includes a denial of objective knowledge and reason 
(pages 78-80). What does it mean to reject the notion that rational- 
ity is objective? Is there any point of view from which one can define 
knowledge itself or what counts as knowledge without begging the 
question in favor of one’s view? 


Interact with the author and his citations of postmodernists (page 
79). How does the distinction between “psychological” and “ratio- 
nal” objectivity help clear away some of the entrenched historical and 
cultural confusion about what is meant by objective knowledge? 


4, Postmodernism also advocates denying objective, absolute truth. 
This denial of truth involves what philosophers have called the 
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“correspondence theory of truth” (pages 80-82). What is meant by 
this theory? How does it appeal to ordinary, commonsensical experi- 
ence? What is the essential relationship between a “truth-bearer,” a 
“correspondence relation,” and a “truth-maker”? 


. In light of the key terms associated with the correspondence theory of 


truth, the author considers two main arguments advanced for the the- 
ory: a descriptive and a dialectical argument (pages 81-82). How are 
these arguments different in terms of their main claim, their supportive 
reasons, and their approach? Which is the stronger argument? Why? 


. The author claims that the “postmodern rejection of objective or abso- 


lute truth rests on at least two confusions” (p. 83). What are they? Is 
absolute truth the same thing as objective truth? Do you have to be 
absolutely certain about something in order to accept absolute truth? 
Why is the epistemic notion of objectivity false philosophically? 


The second confusion is that statements are truth bearers and not 
propositions. Why is this false philosophically? 


. Postmodernists often confusingly assert that having or using a sentence 


(or any other piece of language) is a necessary and sufficient condition 
for thinking or having propositional content (pages 84-85). Assess the 
reasons the author gives to show that one can think prior to acquiring 
language. Have you ever encountered this postmodern confusion? 


. Review this section that gives the postmodernist’s answers to the five 


questions (pp. 85-86): What is real? What is the nature and limits of 
knowledge? Who is well-off and what is the good life? Who is a really 
good person? How does one become a really good person? 


Given what postmodernists believe, do you think it is intellectually 
prudent to draw from postmodern insight and apply it to Christian- 
ity? Can one be a better apprentice of Jesus by being a postmodernist? 
Does postmodernism engender a greater or lesser responsibility on 
knowers to submit to the authoritative dictates of reality? 


. Consider the distinction between learning to live our life by truth ver- 


sus learning to live our life by knowledge of the truth (page 87). Why 
are both necessary? 


CHAPTER 4 


FROM DRAMA TO DEADNESS IN FIVE STEPS 


O: Sunday morning May 9, 2004, I was in the Seattle airport waiting 
to board my flight home. Having finished a weekend of speaking, 
I wanted to relax, so I picked up a copy of The Seattle Times and made 
a beeline for the sports page. Before I got there, the lead editorial in the 
opinion section caught my eye. It was entitled “A Nation Divided,” and in 
it Joel Kitkin argued that America is more divided today than at any time 
since the Civil War.! America is two nations, he claimed, and the funda- 
mental dividing line is not political, economic, or racial. Rather, it is “a 
struggle between contrasting and utterly incompatible worldviews” —a 
secular perspective championed by the universities, Hollywood, and the 
major media, and ethical monotheism whose center of gravity —are you 
ready for this? —is Evangelical churches. 

In my view, Kitkin was painting with too broad a brush and did so to 
make his point. But his fundamental idea seems to me correct. The secu- 
larized perspective is constituted by two worldviews— naturalism and 
postmodernism — which agree with each other over against ethical mono- 
theism (of which Christianity is the main version) about one important 
point: There is no nonempirical knowledge and no objective immaterial 
world. This is the continental divide at the root of current public debate 
and discourse, and I want to expand on this center of divide by noting five 
crucial paradigm shifts that greased the skids from a thick world to a thin 
one. To some extent, these shifts have deadened all of our souls, and it is 
part of the drama of life in the Kingdom of God to understand and provide 
alternatives to these shifts. 


SHIFT 1: FROM KNOWLEDGE TO FAITH 


Shortly after the terrorist attack on September 11, 2001, Oprah Winfrey 
focused an episode of her program on the turn to God since the attack, 
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a turn she wished to foster. For those already deadened to cultural shifts, 
the program was fairly uneventful, but for those with eyes to see, it was 
breathtaking. 

To explain, let me note first what she did not do. She did not get on the 
air, warn that we were under threat of a terrorist smallpox attack, and urge 
people to seek protection from smallpox whatever that protection meant 
to each individual. If your truth implies that smallpox, prevention comes 
by eating cereal and not eggs for breakfast, then go for it. If it implies that 
you should attend more movies to relax your immune system, then live 
out your truth in this way. We shouldn’t get hung up in the word we use 
for “smallpox prevention” —cereal, movie attendance or whatever; the 
important thing is to seek prevention whatever that means to you. Indeed, 
Oprah did not even presume to speak about smallpox prevention since 
she is not an expert. In fact, she brought a doctor on the show to address 
the issues. This is because we assume that the issue of smallpox preven- 
tion is one of objective fact, that there is a body of knowledge relevant to 
the issue and that some folks — experts — have the knowledge needed to 
address the problem. 

Instead, here is what she did. She urged people to seek God, “whatever 
he, she, it, or they mean to you.” We should not get hung up in the word 
we use for him, her, it, or they, she cautioned. The important thing is that 
we all seek our own truth with renewed vigor. Now what assumption — 
most likely subconscious— must Oprah Winfrey and her editorial crew 
be making about religion and the audience’s understanding of it? Just 
this: Religious claims are neither factual in nature nor subject to rational 
evaluation. Religion is not a domain of fact and knowledge, so there are no 
experts. Thus, a talk show host’s feelings about her own truth regarding 
religious matters is just as “valid” as anyone else’s. 

In such a context we now live and move and have our being, and this 
context undermines the religion of Jesus and his Kingdom gospel. Thus, 
it is more than ironic to see the Evangelical community widely adopt a 
perspective perilously close to Oprah’s. While most Evangelicals reject 
pluralism and do, in fact, take Christianity to be true, without knowing it, 
they accept the claim that religion is a matter of faith and not knowledge. 
In chapter 5, I will clarify the nature of faith and its relationship to knowl- 
edge, and I will describe ways to develop faith. But for now, I note that the 
current definition of faith sees it as a brute decision of the will to believe 
something without that choice being informed by knowledge or reason. 
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To illustrate the widespread acceptance of a noncognitive view of faith 
among us, consider a trip I took several years ago. I went to Schenectady, 
New York, to conduct a series of evangelistic messages for a church. The 
series was in a high school gym, and several believers and unbelievers 
came each night. The first evening I gave arguments for the existence of 
God from science and philosophy. Before closing in prayer, I entertained 
several questions from the audience. One woman (who was a Christian) 
complained about my talk, charging that if I “proved” the existence of 
God, I would leave no room for faith. I responded by saying that if she were 
right, then we should pray that currently available evidence for God would 
evaporate and be refuted so there would be even more room for faith! 
Obviously, her view of faith utterly detached it from reason and knowledge 
and, as Archie Bunker put it, faith is believing something because it’s in the 
Bible that nobody would believe otherwise! 

Here’s another consideration. Evangelical institutions of learning from 
elementary school to Christian colleges and universities are rightly con- 
cerned with integrating Scripture and Christian theology with other fields 
of study to help students form a Christian worldview. So far, so good. But 
note the ubiquitous language used to describe the integrative endeavor: the 
integration of faith and learning. What does this communicate? It implies 
that insights gained from various disciplines from chemistry to literature 
deserve the cognitive label “learning,” while biblical assertions are named 
“faith.” When push comes to shove and there are tensions between “faith” 
and “learning,” guess who wins? The academic discipline in question will 
carry greater cognitive authority than biblical teaching, which, conve- 
niently, will be placed in some complementary upper story of meaning and 
value, while the factual, intellectual labor will come from the academic 
discipline. Theistic evolution is the classic expression of this intellectual 
pacifism that results from depicting integration as a task of relating “faith” 
and “learning.” 

The sad result of this understanding of faith is the loss of an Evangelical 
mind. As Mark Noll bemoaned, 


the scandal of the evangelical mind is that there is not much of an 
evangelical mind.... Despite dynamic success at a popular level, mod- 
ern American evangelicals have failed notably in sustaining serious 
intellectual life. They have nourished millions of believers in the sim- 
ple verities of the gospel but have largely abandoned the universities, 
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the arts, and other realms of “high” culture.... The historical situa- 
tion is ... curious. Modern evangelicals are the spiritual descendants 
of leaders and movements distinguished by probing, creative, fruitful 
attention to the mind.? 


This, in turn, creates a plausibility structure in culture in which actions 
such as Oprah Winfrey’s pass without notice, a structure in which Christian 
ideas are no longer taken as factual or items of knowledge. For example, as 
philosopher John Hick pointed out regarding the afterlife, the “considerable 
decline within society as a whole, accompanied by a lesser decline within the 
churches, of the belief in personal immortality clearly reflects the assump- 
tion within our culture that we should only believe in what we experience, 
plus what the accredited sciences certify to us.” In such a context, Chris- 
tians must stop talking about “belief” in life after death, heaven and hell, 
and must reexpress their views on these and related matters as expressions 
of knowledge of reality. In chapter 5, I will provide some aid in this task. 


SHIFT 2: FRoM HUMAN FLOURISHING 
TO SATISFACTION OF DESIRE 


Another modern trend is a change in what people mean by “the good life.” 
From Old Testament times and ancient Greece until this century, the good 
life was widely understood to mean a life of human flourishing constituted 
by intellectual and moral virtue. The good life is the life of ideal human 
functioning according to the nature that God himself gave to us. 

On this view, prior to creation God had in mind an ideal blueprint of 
human nature that he used to create each and every human being. Happi- 
ness was understood as a life of virtue, and the successful person was the 
person who knew how to live life well according to what we are by nature 
because of the creative design of God. When the Declaration of Indepen- 
dence says that we are endowed by our Creator with certain inalienable 
rights, among them the right to pursue happiness, it is referring to virtue 
and character. So understood, happiness involves suffering, endurance, 
and patience because these are important means to becoming a good per- 
son who lives the good life. 

But as we saw in chapter 1, this notion of happiness as human flourish- 
ing has been replaced with a new understanding. The old definition pre- 
supposes the availability of the moral and spiritual knowledge needed to 
grasp the nature of human flourishing and the journey required to achieve 
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it. However, under the pressure of naturalism and postmodernism and 
their denial of nonempirical knowledge, in the last hundred years or so, 
happiness has come to mean something quite different, and the shift in 
meaning is destroying people’s lives. 

A recent dictionary definition of happiness is “a sense of pleasurable 
satisfaction.” This definition is far from arbitrary. It captures accurately 
our day-to-day usage of “happiness” as seen in statements like these: 


I just got my semester grades and I am so happy! 
My team won the Superbowl and I am so stoked, so happy! 


I can’t wait to go on vacation. Just the thought of it makes me so happy! 


Note carefully that happiness is identified with a feeling, and more 
specifically, a feeling close to pleasure. So understood, the essence of hap- 
piness becomes the unbridled satisfaction of desire. Pleasurable satisfac- 
tion makes a poor lifetime goal; it is, however, a wonderful byproduct of 
striving after happiness in the classical sense. Think about it. If happiness 
is having an internal feeling of fun or pleasurable satisfaction and if it is 
our main goal, where will people place their focus each day? It will be on 
them, and the result will be a culture of self-absorbed narcissists who can- 
not live for something bigger than they are. 

To see this, consider the current preoccupation with physical appear- 
ance and exercise. Far too often today, the exercise craze is an expression of 
empty selves trying to be happy by indulging a narcissistic, self-absorbed 
emphasis on body image and sexual attraction as the holy grail of life’s 
most important quest— the satisfaction of immediate bodily desire. It is 
no accident that the emergence of the empty self and the inordinate preoc- 
cupation with exercise and jogging coincide. This, I take it, is the bad news 
about the current exercise craze. 

Does it follow that there is no good news? Certainly not. In its proper 
place in a life well lived, exercise can be of immense benefit to one’s health 
and overall flourishing. I also believe that exercise can be a strategic part 
of an overall employment of spiritual disciplines that, taken together, can 
help to produce virtuous, flourishing people of wisdom and character. 
But the current overemphasis on exercise is the result of a preoccupation 
with body image and sex as means to desire satisfaction, social power—in 
short, happiness. This, in turn, is a result of the loss of moral and spiritual 
knowledge. In chapter 6, we will investigate the role of spiritual disciplines 
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as a way of resisting current preoccupation with “happiness” and the slide 
toward Gomorrah it signifies. 


SHIFT 3: FROM DUTY AND VIRTUE 
TO MINIMALIST ETHICS 


The loss of moral knowledge has meant a shift from a view of the moral life 
in which duty and virtue are central to a minimalist ethical perspective to 
be described shortly. If duty and virtue are of central concern to the moral 
life, then there must be moral knowledge available to know what duties 
and virtues are correct and how one can become a righteous, virtuous per- 
son. Remember, moral rules without knowledge degenerate into customs 
such as “don’t eat your peas with a knife,” and customs are too trivial to 
marshal the courage and effort needed to live by and internalize them. 

Knowledge of duty and virtue is no longer seen as a possibility, and the 
impact of the shift to minimalist ethics is disastrous. I will illustrate this 
disaster by showing how it informs the pro-life cause. A salient feature of 
the success of any social, religious, or moral movement is the degree to 
which its advocates understand, shape, and employ the flow of ideas that 
forms the intellectual backdrop against which those advocates carry out 
their work. Setting aside Marxist and other self-refuting materialist forms 
of social determinism, it seems clear that ideas are among the primary 
things that impede or facilitate revolutionary movements. 

Nowhere is this more evident than the pro-life cause. But just exactly 
what ideas constitute the core components of the milieu in which pro-life 
advocates live and move and have their being? In 1981, Daniel Callahan, 
who at that time served as director of The Hastings Center, published an 
important article entitled “Minimalist Ethics.” Callahan’s central thesis 
was that contemporary American culture had come to stress the transcen- 
dence of the individual over the community, the importance of tolerat- 
ing all moral viewpoints, the autonomy of the individual as the highest 
human good, and the voluntary, informed consent contract as the model 
of human relationships. These diverse moral positions, argued Callahan, 
are not part of a list of isolated ideas; rather, they constitute different 
aspects of a widely accepted moral axiom — minimalist ethics —that can 
be expressed in a single proposition: One may morally act in any way one 
chooses so long as one does not do harm to others. 

Sadly, Callahan provided no analysis of the connection between this 
axiom and other ideas extant in the culture at that time. Indeed, this lack 
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of analysis blunted the force of his own solution to the problem, which 
essentially amounted to the claim that we need to set aside the assump- 
tion of minimalist ethics in favor of richer moral convictions because a 
minimalist ethic will not sustain us over the long haul. 

What are those ideas that Callahan failed to weave into his analysis? 
Among a small handful of worthy candidates, I want to focus on one that 
I take to be the primary hindrance to persuading people to adopt a richer 
ethical stance than minimalist ethics and, a fortiori, to adopting a pro-life 
perspective. One might think that it is the loss of belief in moral truth to 
which I refer. This is, indeed, a serious problem and worthy of analysis, 
but it is not, in my view, the foundational culprit. After all, if pressed, most 
moral philosophers and theologians would eschew ethical relativism in its 
various forms for reasons discussed below. 

Rather, at the risk of undue repetition, I repeat a major theme of the 
first three chapters: The main intellectual factor left out of Callahan’s anal- 
ysis and one that hinders the pro-life movement is a loss of belief among 
cultural elites in particular, and the broader public in general, in the existence 
of nonempirical, nonscientific knowledge, especially of moral and religious 
knowledge. Since we know that water is H,O, no one thinks you are leg- 
islating chemistry by insisting on this truth. But if you insist on abortion 
being immoral, you are accused of legislating morality precisely because 
(allegedly) no one can know whether or not this is true. 

Interestingly, Callahan himself seemed to accept the absence of moral 
knowledge in his article. He makes reference to the fact that when John Stu- 
art Mill first advanced his harm principle in 1859, he could “assume a rela- 
tively stable body of moral conviction below the surface.” Later, he advises 
that we bring “all the public and private opinion we can” against a minimal- 
ist ethic.” Note carefully Callahan’s selection of terms: moral conviction and 
public/private opinion. These are hardly robust cognitive labels. 

There are several examples in the literature of this ubiquitous denial 
of ethical knowledge that provides the context in which minimalist ethics 
can flourish. For example, in a widely used text in ethics, utilitarian Tom 
L. Beauchamp considers and rejects an objective theory of value because, 
among other things, he thinks it is futile and presumptuous to attempt 
to develop such a general theory.® As a replacement, Beauchamp proffers 
subjective preference utilitarianism, according to which the value of an act 
lies in its maximization of the satisfaction of desires and wants that express 
individual preferences. 
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Beauchamp recognizes that, so defined, this theory suffers from some 
fairly obvious counterexamples; for example, in a possible world where 
most prefer child molestation, it would justify such an act under certain 
conditions. So Beauchamp supplements the principle of subject preference 
such that the justification of an act is spelled out in terms of the maximiza- 
tion of those subjective preferences that it is rational to have. 

Now just exactly how is “rationality” functioning here? To answer this, 
let us distinguish prescriptive and descriptive rationality. Prescriptive 
rationality is the ability to have insights into or form justified beliefs with 
respect to what is intrinsically valuable. This cannot be what Beauchamp 
means since, if it were, his theory would be circular. Clearly, he means 
descriptive rationality: the ability to select efficient means to accomplish 
arbitrarily preferred ends and the formation of only those desires that nor- 
mal people desire, which, in turn, would be cashed out statistically or in 
terms of evolutionary advantage, or in some similar sort of way. 

My purpose here is not to evaluate Beauchamp’s subjective preference 
theory as a theory of value, though it is clearly deficient on this score. 
Among other things, if the processes of evolution or the statistically 
regular means of socialization produced Nazis or child molesters, then 
Beauchamp’s theory of value would entail the moral correctness of such 
acts. Rather, I want to call attention to the impact on the availability of 
moral knowledge that Beauchamp’s analysis has. By defining rationality 
in the descriptive and instrumental way he does, he severs the connec- 
tion between rationality and moral truth and, thus, implicitly denies the 
possibility of moral knowledge. In such a context, those like the pro-life 
movement, who take a stand that assumes the existence of moral truth and 
knowledge, will be marginalized and disregarded. Thus, part of the pro- 
life effort must include the reinstatement of moral knowledge. 


SHIFT 4: FROM CLASSIC FREEDOM 
TO CONTEMPORARY FREEDOM 


Classically, freedom meant the power to do what one ought to do. Thus, 
one is free to play the piano if one has the skills, training, and knowledge 
necessary to play it. Similarly, one is free in life if one has the power to live 
the way one ought to live. Sexual freedom in this context means the power 
to live a chaste, holy life and to engage skillfully in sexual activity in the 
way in which we were designed by God—in heterosexual marital union. 
Classic freedom is liberating, indeed, but a necessary condition of such 
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freedom is the availability of the relevant sort of knowledge, Absent such 
knowledge, freedom has come to be understood as the right to do what one 
wants to do. Sexual freedom in this context means the right to satisfy one’s 
desires in any way one wishes, with the possible exception of not harming 
others. 

In my view, the contemporary view of freedom makes it difficult to jus- 
tify resistance to a wide range of immoral practices, including, for example, 
the practice of adults having sex with minors, including children. If this is 
what adults want to do to satisfy their desires, who are we to judge? Now 
someone could respond that on the contemporary view of freedom sexual 
activity should be limited to contact among consenting adults and that 
children are not mature enough to give informed consent. Thus, the con- 
temporary view of freedom, along with the concept of informed consent, 
does have the resources needed to justify resistance to sex with children. 

But such a response is inadequate. We do not require informed consent 
from children when it comes to giving them vaccinations or requiring them 
to attend school. Consent is a factor only if we have already judged that the 
activity in question is harmful or wrong in some way. But absent the exis- 
tence of moral absolutes and the knowledge thereof, it is hard to see how 
such a judgment can be made. What if one were to argue that sex with chil- 
dren actually helps them overcome oppressive fundamentalist hang-ups with 
enjoying their bodies and, like vaccinations, it is actually good for children? 

Lest you think that this line of argumentation is far-fetched, under- 
stand that some today are making precisely this argument. A Christian 
worldview has the intellectual resources needed to refute such attitudes, 
but it is far from clear that our current milieu and its view of freedom 
have such resources. I don’t want to press the point further, but Christians 
should understand that in the thin atmosphere of contemporary secular- 
ism, if freedom means the right to do whatever I want, any attempt to 
limit freedom, especially if such a limitation is grounded in a substantive 
moral claim, will be greeted with a burden of proof that is hard to meet 
in a thin world. 


SHIFT 5: FROM CLASSIC TOLERANCE 

TO CONTEMPORARY TOLERANCE 

Finally, there is widespread confusion today about the nature and value 
of tolerance, a confusion that results from conflating the classic and con- 
temporary understandings of this term. By failing to keep them distinct, 
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Christians quite understandably experience the injunction to be tolerant 
with a certain degree of ambiguity. On the one hand, we intuitively sense 
that tolerance is a good thing. On the other hand, there’s something fishy 
with the way it is used today. The way out of this confusion is to distin- 
guish two forms of tolerance, reject the contemporary sense, and retain 
the classic version. Before I distinguish the two, it will be helpful to offer 
a characterization and critique of moral relativism because one version of 
tolerance is consistent with objective moral values while the other version 
expresses and fosters moral relativism. 

Moral relativism is widely espoused today. This thesis holds that every- 
one ought to act in accordance with the agent’s own society’s code (or, per- 
haps, with the agent’s own personal code). What is right for one society is 
not necessarily right for another society. For example, society A may have 
in its code that “adultery is morally permissible,” and society B may have 
that “adultery is morally forbidden.” In this case, adultery is permissible 
for members of A and forbidden for those in B. 

Put differently, moral relativism implies that moral propositions are 
not simply true or false. Rather, the truth values (true or false) of moral 
principles themselves are relative to the beliefs of a given culture/indi- 
vidual. For example, “murder is wrong” is not true plain and simple; it 
is “true for culture A” but, perhaps, “false for culture B.” The point here 
is not just that there is a certain relativity in the application of moral 
principles. For example, two cultures could both hold that “one should 
maintain sexual fidelity in marriage,” but apply this differently because 
of factual differences about what counts as a marriage (e.g., one wife or 
several wives). Factual diversity can lead to differences in the way a moral 
rule is applied. 

Moral relativism goes beyond this type of diversity and asserts that the 
truth values of moral principles themselves are relative to a given culture. 
For example, whether one ought to maintain sexual fidelity itself could be 
true relative to one culture and false relative to another culture. There is a 
difference between individual moral relativism (also called subjectivism) 
and cultural moral relativism (also called conventionalism). The former 
says that the truth of moral rules is relative to the beliefs of each individ- 
ual; the latter makes moral truth relative to entire cultures or societies. 

For at least four reasons, moral relativism is irrational and false. First, it 
is difficult to define what a society is or to specify in a given case which soci- 
ety is the relevant one. Consider societies A and B above. Ifa man from A has 
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extramarital sex with a woman from B in a hotel in a third society C with 
a different view from either A or B, which is the relevant society for deter- 
mining whether the act was right or wrong? Moreover, we are often simul- 
taneously a member of several different societies, which may hold different 
moral values: our nuclear family, our extended family, our neighborhood, 
school, church, or social clubs, our place of employment, our town, state, 
country, and the international community. Which society is the relevant 
one? What if I am simultaneously a member of two societies and one allows 
but the other forbids a certain moral action? What am I to do in this case? 

Second, moral relativism suffers from a problem known as the Reform- 
er’s Dilemma. If relativism is true, then it is logically impossible for a soci- 
ety to have a virtuous, moral reformer like Jesus Christ, Gandhi, or Martin 
Luther King. Why? Moral reformers are members of a society who stand 
outside that society's code and pronounce a need for reform and change 
in that code. However, if an act is right if and only if it is in keeping with a 
given society's code, then the moral reformer is by definition an immoral 
person, for his views are at odds with those of his society. Moral reformers 
must always be wrong because they go against the code of their society. But 
any view implying that moral reformers are impossible is defective. 

Put differently, moral relativism implies that neither cultures (if con- 
ventionalism is in view) nor individuals (if subjectivism is in view) can 
improve their moral code. The only thing they can do is change it. Why? 
Consider any change in a code from believing, say, racism is right to rac- 
ism is wrong. How should we evaluate this change? All the moral relativist 
can say is that, from the perspective of the earlier code, the new principle 
is wrong and from the perspective of the new code, the old principle is 
wrong. In short, there has merely been a change in perspective. No sense 
can be given to the idea that a new code reflects an improvement on an old 
code because this idea requires a vantage point outside of and above the 
society’s (or individual’s) code from which to make that judgment. And it 
is precisely such a vantage point that moral relativism disallows. 

Some relativists respond to this by claiming that moral reformers are 
allowed in their view because all moral reformers do is to make explicit 
what was already implicit but overlooked in the society’s code. Thus, if a 
society already has a principle that persons ought to be treated equally, 
then this implicitly contains a prohibition against racism even though it 
may not be explicitly recognized by society. The moral reformer merely 
makes this explicit by calling people to think more carefully about their 
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own code. Unfortunately, this claim is false. Many moral reformers do, in 
fact, call people to alter their codes. They do not merely make clear what 
was already contained in preexisting codes. 

Other relativists claim that they can allow for the existence of moral 
reformers by recognizing that societies may contain, implicitly or explicitly, 
a principle in their code that says “follow the advice of moral reformers.” 
But, again, this response does not work. For one thing, what does it mean 
to call these reformers “moral” if they do not keep the rest of their society’s 
code, which, by definition, they do not keep? If, however, the reformer 
does keep and believe in the rest of his or her society’s code, how could a 
change in that code count as a moral improvement? A reformer could have 
the power to bring change, but how could he or she have the moral author- 
ity to do so? And why call the change a moral improvement? 

Moreover, moral reformers can exist without any such principle being 
in a society's code, so the presence or absence of such a principle is irrel- 
evant. And what if there are two or more moral reformers operating at the 
same time? Which one do we follow? Finally, the presence of such a prin- 
ciple in a society’s code places all the other moral principles in jeopardy, 
for they would be temporary principles subject to the whims of the next 
moral reformer. In fact, before someone could honestly follow a principle 
in one’s society's code, one would have to make a good faith effort to make 
sure a moral reformer had not changed that part of the code that day. 

Third, some acts are wrong regardless of social conventions, The simple 
fact is that all people can know that some things are wrong, such as tortur- 
ing babies for fun, stealing as such, greed as such, and so forth without first 
having to have criteria for knowing how it is that they do, in fact, know 
such things. Thus, an act (e.g., torturing babies for fun) can be wrong and 
known to be wrong even if society says it is right, and an act can be right 
and known as such even if society says it is wrong. In fact, an act can be 
right or wrong even if society says nothing whatever about that act. 

Fourth, if moral relativism is true, it is difficult to see how one society 
could be justified in morally blaming another society in certain cases. 
According to moral relativism, I should act in keeping with my society’s 
code and others should act in keeping with their society’s codes. If Smith 
does an act that is right in his code but wrong in mine, how can I criticize 
his act as wrong? 

One could respond to this objection by pointing out that society A may 
have in its code the principle that one should criticize acts of, say, murder 
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regardless of where they occur. Thus, members of A could criticize such 
acts in other societies. But such a rule further reveals the inconsistency 
in normative relativism. If normative relativism is true and is embraced 
by members of A, those in A seem to be in the position of holding that 
members of society B ought to murder (since B’s code says it is right), and 
I ought to criticize members of B because my code says I should. Thus, I 
criticize members of B as immoral and at the same time hold that their 
acts should have been done. Further, why should members of B care about 
what members of A think? After all, if relativism is true, there is nothing 
intrinsically right about the moral views of society A. For these and other 
reasons, moral relativism must be rejected. 

We are now in a place where we can fruitfully discuss tolerance. The 
principle of tolerance is often associated with the debate about relativism. 
It is often thought that this principle is implied by relativism but is at odds 
with some form of absolutism because the latter is dogmatic and judgmen- 
tal while the former is more tolerant in orientation. In order to evaluate 
this claim, we need to get clear on what the principle of tolerance is. 

As already noted, two senses can be distinguished. According to the 
classical sense of the principle of tolerance, a person holds that his own 
moral views are true and those of his opponent are false. But he still respects 
his opponent as a person and his right to make a case for his views. Thus, 
someone has a duty to tolerate a different moral view, not in the sense of 
thinking it is morally correct but quite the opposite, in the sense that a per- 
son will continue to value and respect one’s opponent, to treat him with dig- 
nity, to recognize his right to argue for and propagate his ideas, and so forth. 
Strictly speaking, on the classic view, one tolerates persons, not ideas. 

In this sense, even though someone disapproves of another’s moral 
beliefs and practices, he or she will not inappropriately interfere with 
them. However, it is consistent with this view that a person judges his 
opponent's views to be wrong and dedicates himself to doing everything 
morally appropriate to counteract those views, such as using argument 
and persuasion. It should be clear that the classic sense of tolerance is really 
an absolutist position and is inconsistent with relativism. If a person does 
not hold another position to be morally false, what is there to tolerate? 
Surely, it is not just the fact that one doesn’t like the view in question, but 
that he judges it mistaken. 

The contemporary version of tolerance, popular in the general culture, 
goes beyond the classical version in claiming that one should not even judge 
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that other people’s viewpoints are wrong. How does this view square with 
relativism? It is not at all clear. For one thing, this principle of tolerance does 
not follow from the simple fact that cultures sometimes differ regarding the 
moral rules they accept. From the fact that cultures differ in basic ethical 
judgments, no moral duties whatever follow. Second, moral relativism implies 
that one ought to be tolerant if the principle of tolerance is in that person's 
social code and one ought to be intolerant if the principle of intolerance is 
in that person’s social code. Moral relativism does allow for the principle of 
tolerance, but it also allows for the principle of intolerance in the same way. 

Combinatorial relativism means and so implies that we ought not to 
pass judgment on the freely chosen understanding of the good life of oth- 
ers. Finally, the moral duty to be tolerant does not follow from naturalist 
or postmodern skepticism regarding moral knowledge because no moral 
duties follow from such skepticism. It seems, then, that the contemporary 
notion of tolerance is not an easy fit with different versions of relativism, 
in spite of what many think. 


“WE GOTTA GET OUTTA THIS PLACE | 
IF It’s THE LAST THING WE EVER Do 


As I have already noted, Professor Martin Seligman is a leading expert on 
happiness.’ For at least thirty years, he has been warning us that the vari- 
ous shifts in our culture since the 1960s, including some I have mentioned 
in this chapter, have led to a growing sense of depression, despair, and 
meaninglessness in our culture. For Seligman, these shifts have brought 
about a replacement of a sense of objective meaning and purpose to life in 
serving God, one’s country, and one’s family with the narcissistic preoc- 
cupation with one’s own private success and pleasure. 

In 2001, Hollywood publicist Michael Levine wrote a cover article in 
Psychology Today in which he argued that constant exposure to beautiful 
women has made single men less interested in dating and married men 
less interested in their wives.!° According to Levine, since about 1950, the 
average male has been exposed to hundreds upon hundreds of beautiful 
women as a result of airplane and automobile travel as well as television 
and movies. Levine refers to research involving men who were exposed 
to (nonpornographic) pictures of beautiful actresses. After the exposure, 
single and married men were asked to rate the desirability of a typical 
woman in their social environment or of their wives, respectively. In both 
cases they were much less interested in the women available to them. 
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Levine observes that prior to the automobile and television, men were 
exposed to few people in general and extremely beautiful women in partic- 
ular. Limited in travel and with no television, most men learned to relate to 
women on a basis other than beauty. But today, most men observe numer- 
ous beautiful women each night on television. As a result, they begin to 
lose interest in the more “ordinary” women around them. 

None of this will strike you as particularly surprising. What is surpris- 
ing, however, is his explanation for this loss of interest: Television exposure 
did not cause more “ordinary” women to appear less attractive to the men 
studied. Rather, men began to think: “My partner is fine, but why settle 
for fine when there are so many beautiful women out there! I can do a lot 
better than this!” 

Levine’s analysis stops here, but the insights provided in this chapter 
offer a more penetrating analysis than Levine’s. Why is it that men think 
this way? Answer: The shift in worldview from a Judeo-Christian thick 
world to a naturalist or postmodern thin world has brought about the five 
shifts noted above and with them, a cultural milieu that lacks the resources 
needed to resist the drift towards the proliferation of empty selves. In this 
context, men are empty selves gorged on and dulled by seeking happi- 
ness and, as a result, are individualistic, narcissistic, infantile people who 
approach others as objects that exist merely to make them happy. Slowly 
but surely, the contemporary Zeitgeist is killing our lives, our religious 
fervor, and our relationships. As the song put it, “we gotta get outta this 
place, if it’s the last thing we ever do.” The second half of the book provides 
direction for doing just that. 
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ASSESSING THE CRISIS OF OUR AGE 


QUESTIONS FOR PERSONAL REFLECTION OR 
Group DISCUSSION 


Because of naturalism and postmodernism, Western culture has under- 
gone five important shifts. The first is from knowledge to faith (pages 
91~94). How does the ubiquitous language of “integration of faith and 
learning” exemplify this shift? How has this shift contributed to what 
historian Mark Noll has called “the scandal of the evangelical mind”? 


Do you conceive of Christianity as a faith or a knowledge tradition? 
Assess why. If the former, what motivates this position for you? 


. Another important shift is from an emphasis on human flourishing as 


happiness to happiness as the satisfaction of desire (page 94-96). How 
does this shift relate to the first shift? If the resources of Christian- 
ity produces mere privatized faith, does this encourage an emphasis 
on flourishing in virtue and character formed by wisdom, or does it 
encourage simply the satisfaction of felt needs or desires? What are 
some contemporary popular cultural habits and experiences that 
model the shift to happiness as pleasurable satisfaction? 


. The third shift is from duty and virtue to a “minimalist ethics” (page 


96-98). How has a loss of belief in the existence of nonempirical, non- 
scientific knowledge contributed to the hindrance of a richer ethical 
viewpoint? Is a “minimalist ethic” an unlivable position to maintain 
individually or in a society? Is so, explain how and why. 


. A fourth shift is from classical freedom to a contemporary sense of 


freedom. What is the essence of this shift (pages 98-99)? How have 
the previous shifts given birth the contemporary sense of “freedom”? 
Do you think the contemporary notion is more plausible if a “thin” or 
a “thick” world exists? 


If “whatever you want to do” is a necessary condition for freedom, 
what role is there for virtue or doing the right thing? Should a demo- 
cratic society promote a freedom that is formed in virtue? 
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. The final shift is from an emphasis on classical tolerance to an affir- 
mation of contemporary tolerance. This shift has led to a widespread 
moral relativism (page 100-104). What is moral relativism? How is it 
related to a notion of freedom gone amuck or freedom unconstrained 
by virtue? What is the difference between subjectivism and conven- 
tionalism? 


. The author offers four reasons why moral relativism is irrational and 
false. The first reason is that “it is difficult to define what a society is or 
to specify in a given case which society is the relevant one” to morally 
choose (page 100). How does this reason lead to moral confusion and 
chaos? Is there a way to maintain moral relativism but successfully avoid 
this objection? What kind of view of human relationships and commu- 
nity must a moral relativist maintain in order to avoid this objection? 


. A second reason why moral relativism is false is that it suffers from a 
problem known as the “Reformer’s Dilemma.” What is that, and how 
and why does moral relativism suffer from it (pages 101-102)? How 
can a moral relativist accurately state that heroes or moral exemplars 
are important to follow? How does a moral relativist seek to solve the 
Reformer’s Dilemma, and why does the author consider these exam- 
ples unsuccessful (pages 101-103)? 


. A third reason for why moral relativism is false is that “some acts are 
wrong regardless of social conventions” (page 102). Does moral rela- 
tivism do a good job of preserving or contradicting our deeply held 
moral intuitions about what is right and wrong (e.g., torturing babies 
for fun)? If it contradicts these intuitions, what does this tell us about 
the explanatory adequacy and liveability of moral relativism as an 
ethical theory? 


. A final reason for why moral relativism is false is that if it were true, “it 
is difficult to see how one society should be justified in morally blam- 
ing another society” (page 102). Why isn’t moral relativism a good 
candidate for helping to spread democratic governance amidst ter- 
rorist or politically oppressive regimes? How might this fourth reason 
address the political and moral problems of multiculturalism as an 
ideology that attempts to address cultural pluralism without urging 
that one culture is “better” than another? 


PART 2 


CHARTING A WAY OuT: THE 


KINGDOM TRIANGLE 


CHAPTER 5 


THE RECOVERY OF KNOWLEDGE 


W: all sense the craziness of our culture. I certainly do, and my heart 


is saddened by the fractured lives and decadent social structures 
that proliferate around us. Sometimes the forces aligned against the King- 
dom look overwhelming, and it is tempting to see the church’s role as a 
rescue mission for a straggler here and there as we wait for the world to 
end. However understandable such sentiments are, they are premature, 
misguided, and unworthy of the Lord Jesus and his Kingdom. If the statis- 
tics are even approximately accurate, there are a lot of us who have enlisted 
as Jesus’ apprentices. 
In chapter 7, you will be truly startled when I show you that the best- 


kept secret of the last fifty years is the incredible explosion of believing 
_Christianity all ov Make no mistake about it: Aslan is afoot 


with unmistakable power — everywhere, that is, except in Western culture. 
Still, there are many of us Westerners who have not bowed the knee to Baal, 
and if we redouble our efforts to find ways to band together, the Western 
church has a significant amount of mileage in it yet for the Kingdom. 

So what do we do? I think we need to return to the first four centuries 
of Christianity and take some lessons from the early church. During that 
time, our brothers and sisters faced odds of success more incredible than 
ours, and yet they were so victorious that today we name our children 
Peter and Paul and our dogs Caesar and Nero! 

In a 2003 revised edition of his magisterial work Evangelism in the Early 
Church, a book that must be regarded as the single most authori 
Font Te sossad a is peel IV Tis Toe denok, Michael Green pread of the gospel in the first four centuries, Michael Green 
highlights three factors central to the church’s explosive success in her 
first four centuries: (1) the church’s ability to engage in persuasive apolo- 
getics and gutthink her critics; (2) the transformed character and biblical 


aeaa 


111 


112 CHARTING A Way Out: THE KINGDOM TRIANGLE 


compassion of believers; and (3) the manifest power of the Kingdom of God 
' by the Spirit through healings, demonic deliverance, and prophetic ability 
clearly from another realm. 
Regarding persuasive apologetics and the church’s ability to outthink 
her critics, consider the following statement from Justin Martyr in A.D. 155. 
In it he appeals to the Roman emperor Hadrian to give Christianity a fair 
hearing: 


Reason requires that those who are truly pious and philosophers 
should honor and cherish the truth alone, scorning merely to follow 
the opinions of the ancients, if they are worthless.... In these pages we 
do not come before you with flattery, or as if making a speech to win 
your favor, but asking you to give judgment according to strict and 
exact inquiry—not moved by prejudice or respect for superstitious 
men, or by irrational impulse.! 


How refreshing! A knowledgeable Christian leader appealing not to 
faith but to reason! Jt is incredible to me that when Catholics or Jews pres- 
ent their community’s views before the nation, their spokespersons are 
university professors, trained ethicists, and highly qualified intellectual 
advocates for their viewpoints. But when Larry King or MSNBC seeks 
Evangelical perspectives on today’s issues, our community puts forth 
megachurch pastors. These men are to be honored and thanked for the 
great job they are doing in pasturing their flocks. But frankly, they simply 
are not qualified to speak about abortion, homosexuality, church/state 
issues, or a host of other topics that must be carefully nuanced and articu- 
lated if a solid Christian perspective is to be presented. 

That the media selects communicators and not scholars and that the 
communicators either do not think to defer to Evangelical scholars or do 
not have a way to do so tell us something about how different we are from 
Justin Martyr and those made out of the same cloth as him. The makeup 
man is more important than the speech writer (or something like that). 
Since knowledge and faith are the central topic of this chapter, I will return 
to these matters shortly. 

Regarding character and biblical compassion, I cite one example of 
the moral impact of the early Christian community. Decades ago Herbert 
Henson observed that paganism during this period was distinguished by 
callousness and cruelty toward children, especially baby girls. Infanticide 
and the exposure of infants were widely accepted. 
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Many of the exposed children were trained for purposes of prosti- 
tution, and many perished, immersing those who exposed them in the 
guilt of homicide. The compassion of Christians went forth to these 
abandoned little ones, doomed by their parents to vice and death. The 
widows and virgins of the Church included among their regular works 
of piety the care of these outcast babes. Among the first recorded chari- 
table institutions we find mention of children’s homes or orphanages.” 


Henson goes on to argue that the minute and scrupulous care of human 
life by the early church, especially in its most vulnerable forms — slaves, 
gladiators, infants, various outcasts— was both foreign to paganism and 
part of what made vibrant Christianity triumphant over its enemies. I will 
address the formation of character in chapter 6. 

Regarding the manifestation of Kingdom power, consider the state- 
ment by Quadrantus in the early second century. He emphasizes that some 
whom Jesus had healed were still around, and their presence strengthened 
the faith of the church: “But the works of our Savior were always present, 
for they were true, those who were cured, those who rose from the dead, 
who not merely appeared as cured and risen, but were constantly present, 
not only while the Savior was living, but even for some time after he had 
gone, so that some of them survived even to our own time.”? 

In his attempt to defend Christians against Roman persecution, Tertul- 
lian (155—230) points out the foolishness of such persecutions: 


But who would rescue you [if Christians were to withdraw] from 
those secret enemies that everywhere lay waste your minds and your 
bodily health? I mean, from the assaults of demons, whom we drive 
out of you, without reward, without pay. Why, this alone would have 
sufficed to avenge us —to leave you open and exposed to unclean spir- 
its with immediate possession.* 


In a similar vein, in his letter to the Roman official Scapula, Tertullian 
refers to the healings of well-placed Roman citizens: 


For, the secretary of a certain gentleman, when he was suffering 
from falling sickness caused by a demon, was freed from it; so also 
were the relatives of some of the others and a certain little boy. And 
heaven knows how many distinguished men, to say nothing of com- 
mon people, have been cured either of devils or of their sickness.° 


I will take up the topic of Kingdom power in chapter 7. 
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THE RECOVERY OF KNOWLEDGE 
BY THE CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY 


Overview of Knowledge 

Given the crisis of knowledge in our time, it is crucial that the church 
recover her confidence that she is in possession of spiritual and ethical 
knowledge in Holy Scripture primarily, but also in the history of her thought 
about God, moral issues, the spiritual life, and other important topics. For 
example, the Bible’s teaching about the nature and proper functioning of 
the self, the family, and the life of virtue and spiritual formation, along 
with crucial information about developing an interactive relationship with 
God and his Kingdom, is not merely a set of ideas from the “Christian 
tradition.” Just as the history of chemistry provides us with knowledge of real- 
ity, so the history of Christian thought on these topics, rooted in the inerrant 
Word, provides knowledge of God and these related matters. 

To facilitate this recovery, the place to start is by gaining clarity about 
the nature of knowledge itself, so people will know what it means to have 
it. In essence, knowledge is the ability to represent things as they are on an 
appropriate basis of thought and experience. The possession of knowledge 
is crucial for life. Knowledge provides truth about reality along with the 
skillful ability to interact with reality. It is so important that Hosea 4:6 
categorically asserts: 


My people are destroyed for lack of knowledge. 
Because you have rejected knowledge, 

I will also reject you from being My priest. 
Since you have forgotten the law of your God, 
I also will forget your children. 


Note carefully that Hosea does not say the people have rejected faith. It is far 
worse than that. They have rejected the only appropriate ground for faith— 
knowledge. It comes as a surprise to people that Scripture has as much or 
more to say about knowledge than faith. Consider the following passages:° 


“I know you are a beautiful woman” (Gen. 12:11). 


[Abram] said, “O Lorp God, how may I know that I shall possess it?” 
So he said to him ... (Gen. 15:8-9). 


“Now I know that the Lorn is greater than all other gods; indeed, it was 
proven when they dealt proudly against the people” (Ex. 18:11). 
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Moses said to the Lorp, “See, You say to me, ‘Bring up this people!’ 
But You Yourself have not let me know whom You will send with 
me” (Ex. 33:12). 


Moses said, “By this you shall know that the Lorp has sent me to do 
all these deeds; for this is not my doing. If these men die the death 
of all men or if they suffer the fate of all men, then the Lorp has 
not sent me. But if the Lor» brings about an entirely new thing and 
the ground opens its mouth and swallows them up with all that is 
theirs, and they descend alive into Sheol, then you will understand 
that these men have spurned the Lorp”(Num. 16:28-30). 


Know therefore today, and take it to heart, that the Lorn, He is God in 
heaven above and on the earth below; there is no other (Deut. 4:39). 


He said to sons of Israel, “When your children ask their fathers in time 
to come, saying, ‘What are these stones?’ then you shall inform your 
children [lit., let them know], saying, ‘Israel crossed this Jordan on 
dry ground’” (Josh. 4:21-22). 


“... know with certainty that the Lorp your God will not continue to 
drive these nations out from before you” (Josh. 23:13). 


Yet David vowed again, saying, “Your father knows well [lit., certainly 
knows] that I have found favor in your sight” (1 Sam. 20:3). 


“But my lord is wise, like the wisdom of the angel of God, to know all 
that is in the earth” (2 Sam. 14:20—even if the claim is hyperbolic 
flattery). 


“For your servant knows that I have sinned; therefore behold, I have 
come today, the first of all the house of Joseph to go down to meet 
my lord the king” (2 Sam. 19:20). 

“For it will happen on the day you go out and cross over the brook 
Kidron, you will know for certain that you shall surely die; your 
blood shall be on your own head” (1 Kings 2:37). 

“Now let him come to me, and he shall know that there is a prophet in 
Israel” (2 Kings 5:8). 

“Do you not know that the Lorp God of Israel gave the rule over Israel 
forever to David and his sons by a covenant of salt?” (2 Chron. 13:5). 


But know that the Lorn has set apart the godly man for Himself; the 
Lorp hears when I call to Him (Ps. 4:3). 
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The lips of the righteous bring forth [lit., know] what is acceptable 
(Prov. 10:32). 


“And all flesh will know that I, the Lorp, am your Savior, and your 
Redeemer, the Mighty One of Jacob” (Isa. 49:26). 


“Only know for certain that if you put me to death, you will bring inno- 
cent blood on yourselves, and on this city, and on its inhabitants; for 
truly the Lorp has sent me to you to speak all these words in your 
hearing” (Jer. 26:15). 


“I will satisfy My wrath on them, and I will be appeased; then they will 
know that I, the Lorp, have spoken in My zeal” (Ezek. 5:13). 


“Then they will comfort you when you see their conduct and actions, 
for you will know that I have not done in vain whatever I did to it,” 
declares the Lorp God (Ezek. 14:23). 


“All the choice men in all his troops will fall by the sword, and the sur- 
vivors will be scattered to every wind; and you will know that I, the 
Lorp, have spoken” (Ezek. 17:21). 


“... the great God has made known to the king what will take place in 
the future; so the dream is true, and its interpretation is trustworthy” 
(Dan. 2:45). 


“Then I desired to know the exact meaning of the fourth beast” (Dan. 
7:19). 


“So you are to know and discern that ...” (Dan. 9:25). 


“Then I will dwell in your midst, and you will know that the Lorp of 
hosts has sent Me to you” (Zech. 2:11; cf. 4:9). 


“To you it has been granted to know the mysteries of the kingdom of 
heaven, but to them it has not been granted” (Matt. 13:11). 


“Teacher, we know that You are truthful and teach the way of God 
in truth” (Matt. 22:16 —even though the context shows that Jesus’ 
enemies were lying through their teeth when they said this, the 
context also presupposes they should have been sincerely confess- 
ing this!). 

“You are mistaken, not understanding the Scriptures nor the power of 
God” (Matt. 22:29—a fine combination of propositional and expe- 
riential knowledge). 
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“But be sure [lit., know] of this, that if the head of the house had known 
at what time of the night the thief was coming, he would have been 
on the alert” (Matt. 24:43). 


It seemed fitting for me as well ... to write it out for you in consecutive 
order, most excellent Theophilus; so that you may know the exact 
truth about the things you have been taught (Luke 1:3—4). 


Zechariah said to the angel, “How will I know this for certain?” (Luke 
1:18). 

“Rabbi, we know that You have come from God as a teacher; for no one 
can do these signs that You do unless God is with him” (John 3:2). 


The woman said to Him, “I know that Messiah is coming (He who is 
called Christ); when that One comes, He will declare all things to 
us” (John 4:25). 


“If anyone is willing to do His will, he will know of the teaching, whether 
it is of God or whether I speak from Myself” (John 7:17). 


“However, we know where this man is from; but whenever the Christ 
may come, no one knows where He is from” (John 7:27 — another 
instance of a false claim that nevertheless discloses the nature of the 
presupposed epistemology). 


“When you lift up the Son of Man, then you will know that I am He, 
and I do nothing on My own initiative, but I speak these things as 
the Father taught Me” (John 8:28). 


“We know that this is our son, and that he was born blind; but how he 
now sees, we do not know; or who opened his eyes, we do not know” 
(John 9:20-21). 


“We know that God has spoken to Moses, but as for this man, we do not 
know where He is from” (John 9:29). 


“,.. that you may know and understand that the Father is in Me, and I 
in the Father” (John 10:38). 


This is the disciple who is testifying to these things and wrote these 
things, and we know that his testimony is true (John 21:24). 


“Men of Israel, listen to these words: Jesus the Nazarene, a man attested 
to you by God with miracles and wonders and signs which God per- 
formed through Him in your midst, just as you yourselves know...” 
(Acts 2:22). 
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“Brethren, you know that in the early days God made a choice among 
you, that by my mouth the Gentiles would hear the word of the gos- 
pel and believe” (Acts 15:7). 


“May we know what this new teaching is which you are proclaiming? 
For you are bringing some strange things to our ears; so we want to 
know what these things mean” (Acts 17:19~20). 


“You yourselves know, from the first day that I set foot in Asia, how I 
was with you the whole time” (Acts 20:18). 


But on the next day, wishing to know for certain why he had been 
accused by the Jews, he released him (Acts 22:30). 


“But we desire to hear from you what your views are; for concerning 
this sect, it is known to us that it is spoken against everywhere” (Acts 
28:22). 

Now we know that whatever the Law says, it speaks to those who are 
under the Law, so that every mouth may be closed and all the world 
may become accountable to God (Rom. 3:19). 

For we know that the Law is spiritual (Rom. 7:14). 


For we know that the whole creation groans and suffers the pains of 
childbirth together until now (Rom. 8:22). 


And we know that God causes all things to work together for good to 
those who love God, to those who are called according to His pur- 
pose (Rom. 8:28). 


We know that we all have knowledge (1 Cor. 8:1). 


If anyone supposes that he knows anything, he has not yet known as he 
ought to know (1 Cor. 8:2—which simultaneously pricks the preten- 
sions of those who are proud in their little knowledge and rebukes 
them for not knowing more). 


We know that there is no such thing as an idol in the world, and that 
there is no God but one (1 Cor. 8:4). 


But I want you to understand [lit., know] that ... (1 Cor. 11:3). 
For we know in part and we prophesy in part (1 Cor. 13:9). 


Therefore, my beloved brethren, be steadfast, immovable, always 
abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that your toil is not in 
vain in the Lord (1 Cor. 15:58). 
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For we know that if the earthly tent which is our house is torn down, 
we have a building from God, a house not made with hands, eternal 
in the heavens (2 Cor. 5:1). 


Therefore, be sure [lit., know] that it is those who are of faith who are 
sons of Abraham (Gal. 3:7). 


For this you know with certainty, that no immoral or impure person or 
covetous man, who is an idolater, has an inheritance in the kingdom 
of Christ and God (Eph. 5:5). 


Convinced of this, I know that I will remain and continue with you all 
for your progress and joy in the faith (Phil. 1:25). 


For our gospel did not come to you in word only, but also in power and 
in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction (1 Thess. 1:5—here “con- 
viction” means not “conviction of sins,” but “being convinced”). 


We had already suffered and been mistreated in Philippi, as you know 
(1 Thess. 2:2). 


We know that the Law is good, if one uses it lawfully (1 Tim. 1:8). 


... [people] who forbid marriage and advocate abstaining from foods, 
which God has created to be gratefully shared in by those who 
believe and know the truth (1 Tim. 4:3). 


But realize [lit., know] this, that in the last days difficult times will 
come (2 Tim. 3:1). 

For you know that even afterwards, when he desired to inherit the 
blessing, he was rejected (Heb. 12:17). 


... let him know that he who turns a sinner from the error of his way 
will save his soul from death and cover over a multitude of sins 
(James 5:20). 


... knowing that you were not redeemed with perishable things like 
silver or gold from your futile way of life inherited from your fore- 
fathers, but with precious blood, as of a lamb unblemished and spot- 
less, the blood of Christ (1 Peter 1:18- 19). 

By this we know that we have come to know Him, if we keep His com- 
mandments (1 John 2:3—-a matchless example of propositional 
knowledge, personal knowledge, and moral ground). 


... even now many antichrists have appeared; from this we know it is 
the last hour (1 John 2:18). 
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We know that when He appears, we will be like him (1 John 3:2). 


By this we know that we love the children of God, when we love God 
and observe His commandments (1 John 5:2). 


These things I have written to you who believe in the name of the Son of 
God so that you may know that you have eternal life (1 John 5:13). 


And if we know that he hears us in whatever we ask, we know that we 
have the requests which we have asked from Him (1 John 5:15). 


But these men revile the things which they do not understand [lit., 
know]; and the things which they know by instinct, like unreason- 
ing animals, by these they are destroyed (Jude 10). 


“And I will kill her children with pestilence, and all the churches will 
know that I am He who searches the minds and hearts; and I will 
give to each one of you according to your deeds” (Rev. 2:23). 


Given the magnitude of the role that knowledge plays in life and disci- 
pleship, it is important to get clear on what knowledge is and is not. Much 
confusion abounds today about the nature of knowledge, a confusion that 
hurts people and prevents them from growing in Christ with the sort of 
confidence that is their birthright in the way of Jesus. 

There are three kinds of knowledge. Theffirst\s knowledge by acquain- 

tance. This happens when we are directly aware of something; for example, 
when I see an apple directly before me or pay attention to my inner feel- 
ings, I know these things by acquaintance. One does not need a concept of 
an apple or knowledge of how to use the word “apple” in English to have 
knowledge by acquaintance with an apple. A baby can see an apple without 
having the relevant concept or linguistic skills. Knowledge by acquaintance 
is sometimes called “simple seeing,” being directly aware of something. 

The second troponin bae L is is knowledge that an entire 
proposition is true. For example, knowledge that “the object there is an 
apple” requires having a concept of an apple and knowing that the object 
under consideration satisfies the concept. Propositional knowledge is justi- 
fied true belief; it is believing something that is true on the basis of adequate 

: grounds. 

The third type iKnow how. This is the ability to do certain things, such 
as using apples for certain purposes. We may distinguish mere know-how 
from genuine know-how or skill. The latter is know-how based on knowl- 
edge and insight and is characteristic of skilled practitioners in some field. 
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Mere know-how is the ability to engage in the correct behavioral move- 
ments, such as following the steps in a manual, with little or no knowledge 
of why one is performing these movements. Before I elaborate on these 
three sorts of knowledge, I want to get three general features of knowledge 
before your mind. 


Certainty, Confidence, and Simply Knowing 

First, knowledge does not require certainty. Something is certain if it is 
utterly impossible that one be mistaken about it. In this sense, few things 
can be known with certainty. Among them are that I exist, that basic prin- 
ciples of math are true (2 + 2 = 4), and that the fundamental laws of logic 
are correct (something cannot be true and false at the same time in the 
same sense). That’s about it. But knowledge does not require certainty, as 
Paul’s remark in Ephesians 5:5 suggests: “For this you know with certainty, 
that no immoral or impure person or covetous man, who is an idolater, 
has an inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and God.” If knowledge is 
simply a sort of certainty, then to assert “you know with certainty” would 
be redundant. 

This is no small point. Among other things, it means that one’s degree 
of knowledge can grow or diminish over time. It also means that one can 
know something and, at the same time, acknowledge that one might be 
wrong about it. Indeed, the presence of doubt, the awareness of disagree- 
ments among experts, or the acknowledgment of arguments and evidence 
contrary to one’s view on something does not necessarily mean that one 
does not have knowledge of the thing in question. 

When we seek knowledge of God, specific biblical texts, morality, and a 
host of other things, we should not assume that our search requires reach- 
ing a state with no doubt, no plausible counterarguments, no no possibilit ty 
of being mistaken. When people believe that knowledge requires rires certainty, 
they will fail to take themselves to have knowledge if they lack certainty. 
In turn, this will lead to a lack of confidence and courage regarding one’s 
ability to count on the things one knows. I am not suggesting that cer- 
tainty is a bad thing— not for a second. I’m merely noting that it is not 
required. 

Second, you can know something without knowing that you know it. Con- 
sider Joe, who is about to take his history final. He has true beliefs about 
the answers to the test on the basis of solid, adequate justification. In short, 
he has done his homework and knows the answers. However, because of 
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a poor self-image, when a friend asks Joe if he knows the answers, he may 
say that he does not. In this case, Joe knows the answers but does not know 
that he knows them. 

To see the incredible importance of this simple point, consider these 
three tasks of teaching. First, there is the impartation of truth, which con- 
sists in conveying what one should believe. Second, there is the imparta- 
tion of knowledge of truth, which consists in conveying why one should 
believe various truths. Third, there is the N E 
 oneknows the truth, which consists in conveying that one can know that 
one knows the truth. In my view, most people know many things relevant 
to a Christian worldview, such as that there is a God, life after death, abso- 
lute morality, and so forth. But few people know that they know these 
things. They would never admit to knowing them bec Our naturalis 
and postmodern cultural elites have indoctrinated many into believing 
that these just aren’t the sorts of things people can know. 

Confidence comes not merely from possessing knowledge, but in 
knowing that one has knowledge. One role that Christian intellectuals 
and scholars play in the church is to assure believers that they do, indeed, 
have knowledge — that is, to give average Christians the confidence that 
comes from knowing that we Christians actually know the things we claim 
to know. 

Finally, you can know something without knowing how you know it. We 
have all met skeptics who in one way or another have raised doubts about 
what we can know or reasonably believe. When you assert something, the 
skeptic responds with “Says who?” or “How do you know?” There are 
many different forms of skepticism, and I cannot describe and critique 
all of them here. For our purposes, let us define the skeptic as someone 
who does not believe that people have knowledge or rationally justified 
beliefs. Some skeptics are global skeptics; they hold their skepticism about 
all beliefs whatever, from religion to science. Other skeptics are local in 
orientation; they may allow for knowledge in certain areas, say in science 
or mathematics, while confining their skepticism to such areas as ethical 
or religious claims. 

It is important to begin our critique of skepticism by clarifying what 
is called “the problem of the criterion.” We can distinguish two different 
questions relevant to the human quest for knowledge. First, we can ask, 
“What is it that we know?” This is a question about the specific items of 
knowledge we possess and about the extent or limits of our knowledge. 


The Recovery of Knowledge 123 


Second, we can ask, “How do we decide in any given case whether or not 
we have knowledge in that case? What are the criteria for knowledge?” 
This is a question about our criteria for knowledge. 

Now suppose that we wish to sort all of our beliefs into two groups— 


a sorting would allow us to improve our rational situation and grow in 
knowledge and justified belief. 

But a problem arises regarding proceeding in this sorting activity. It 
would seem that we need an answer to at least one of our two questions 
above in order to proceed. But before we can have an answer to our first 
question about the extent of our knowledge, we would seem to need an 
answer to our second question about our criteria for knowledge. Yet before 
we can have an answer to the second question, we seem to require an 
answer to our first question. This is the problem of the criterion.’ If we 
don’t know how we know things, how can we know anything at all or draw 
limits to human knowledge? But if we don’t know some things before we 
ask ourselves how we can have knowledge in the first place, on what basis 
will we answer that question? 

There are three main solutions to the problem. First, there is skepti- 

_cism. The skeptic claims, among other things, that no good solution to the 
problem exists and, thus, there is no knowledge. 

The other two solutions are advocated by those who claim we do have 
knowledge. The second solution is methodism (not the denomination), and 
it has been advocated by philosophers such as John Locke and René Des- 
cartes. According to methodism, one starts the enterprise of knowing with 
a criterion for what does and does not count as knowledge; that is, we start 
with an answer to question two and not question one. Methodists claim 
that before I can know some specific proposition P (e.g., there is a tree in 
the yard), I must first know some general criterion Q and, further, I must 
know that P is a good example of or measures up to Q. For example, Q 
might be, “If you can test some item of belief with the five senses, then it 
can be an item of knowledge,” or perhaps, “If something appears to your 
senses in a certain way, then in the absence of reasons for distrusting the 
lighting or your senses, you know that the thing is as it appears to you.” 

Unfortunately, methodism is not a good strategy because it leads to a 
vicious infinite regress. To see this, note that in general, methodism implies 
that before I can know anything (P), I must know two other things: Q (my 
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criterion for knowledge) and R (the fact that P satisfies Q). But now the 
skeptic can ask how it is that we know Q and R, and the methodist will 
have to offer a new criterion, Q', which specifies how he knows Q and R’, 
that tells how he knows that Q satisfies Q'. Obviously, the same problem 
will arise for Q' and R' and a vicious regress is set up. 

Another way to see this is to note that there have been major debates 
about what are and are not good criteria for knowledge. Locke offered 
something akin to the notion that an item of knowledge about the exter- 
nal world must pass the criterion of deriving that item of knowledge from 
simple sensory ideas or impressions (roughly, testing it with the senses). 
By contrast, Descartes offered a radically different criterion: The item of 
knowledge must be clear and distinct when brought before the mind. If we 
are methodists, how are we to settle disputes about criteria for knowledge? 
The answer will be that we will have to offer criteria for our criteria, and 
so on. It seems, then, that methodism is in trouble. 

The third solution to the problem is known as particularism, advocated 
by philosophers such as Thomas Reid, Roderick Chisholm, and G. E. Moore. 
According to particularists, we start by knowing specific, clear items of 
knowledge: that I had eggs for breakfast this morning, that there is a tree 
before me, that 7 + 5 = 12, that mercy is a virtue, and so on. I can know 
some things directly and simply without having to have criteria for how I 
know them and without having to know how or even that I know them. We 
know many things without being able to prove that we do or without fully 
understanding the things we know. We simply identify clear instances of 
knowing without having to possess or apply any criteria for knowledge. We 
may reflect on these instances and go on to develop criteria for knowledge 
consistent with them and use these criteria to make judgments in border- 
line cases of knowledge, but the criteria are justified by their congruence 
with specific instances of knowledge, not the other way around. 

For example, I may start with moral knowledge (murder is wrong) and 
legal knowledge (taxes are to be paid by April 15) and go on to formulate 
criteria for when something is moral or legal. I could then use these crite- 
ria for judging borderline cases (intentionally driving on the wrong side of 
the street). In general, we start with clear instances of knowledge, formu- 
late criteria based on those clear instances, and extend our knowledge by 
using those criteria in borderline, unclear cases. 

The skeptic can raise two basic objections against the particularist. 
First, the particularist allegedly begs the question (assumes the very thing 
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that needs to be proved, namely, that we do, in fact, have knowledge) 
against the skeptic by simply assuming his answer to the point at issue— 
whether we have knowledge. How does the particularist know that we have 
this? Isn't it possible in the cases cited above that the particularist is wrong 
and he only thinks he has knowledge here? 

Particularists respond to this objection as follows. First, regarding beg- 
ging the question, if the skeptic doesn’t offer a reason for his skepticism 
(and just keeps asking “How do you know?” each time the particularist 
makes a knowledge claim), his skepticism can be ignored because it is 
not a substantive position or argument. If, however, his skepticism is the 
result of an argument, then this argument must be reasonable before it 
can be held as a serious objection against knowledge. However, if we did 
not know some things, we could not reasonably doubt anything (e.g., the 
reason for doubting my senses now is my justified belief that they have, 
or at least may have, misled me in the past) Unbridled skepticism s not- 
a rationally defensible position, and it cannot be rationally asserted and 
defended without presupposing knowledge. 

Second, the skeptic tries to force the particularist to be a methodist 
now?” Auestion, since the skeptic is imply- 
ing that before you can know,/you must have criteria for knowledge. The 
skeptic knows he can refute the methodist. But the particularist will resist 
the slide into methodism by reaffirming that he can know some specific 
item without having to say how he knows it. For example, the particularist 
will say, “I know that mercy is a virtue and not a vice even if I don’t know 


how it is that I know this. But, Mr. Skeptic, why do you think that I have 


to know how I know this before I can know it?” 





Furthermore, the particularist argues that just because it is merely pos- 
sible that he is mistaken in a specific case of knowledge, that does not 
mean he is mistaken or that he has any good reason to think he is wrong. 
And until the skeptic can give him good reason for thinking his instances __ 
of knowledge fail, the mere possibility that he is wrong will not suffice. 

Suppose I claim to know when I first went to Disneyland several years 
ago and the skeptic tries to show I don’t really know this by raising the 
possibility that I might have been born five seconds ago with a memory 
and that my memory is deceiving me. The particularist will respond this 
way: Just because the statement “J. P. Moreland was born five seconds ago 
with a memory” is not a logical contradiction (like “J. P, Moreland is and 
is not a human being”) and could be true as a bare, logical possibility, that 
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does not mean we have good reasons for actually believing the statement 
is correct. The particularist will insist that unless there are good reasons 
for believing the skeptic’s claim (and the skeptic doesn’t give such reasons), 
the bare possibility that it might be true is not sufficient to call into ques- 
tion what I actually know about my Disneyland visit. 

The particularist and skeptic have very different approaches to knowl- 
edge. For the skeptic, the burden of proof is on the one who claims to 
know something. If it is logically possible that one might be mistaken, 

“then knowledge is not present because to the skeptic knowledge requires 
complete, 100 percent certainty. Of the two main tasks in the quest for 
knowledge (obtaining true or justified beliefs and avoiding false or unjus- 
tified beliefs), the skeptic elevates the latter and requires that his position 
be refuted before knowledge can be justified. To refute something is to 
show that it is wrong. The skeptic thinks avoiding error is better than gain- 
ing truth and thinks he aid bAKGen aE een ae yone can claim to 
know anything. 

The particularist elevates the value of gaining as many truths as are 
available in the world and tries to rebut the skeptic. To rebut something is 
not to show it is wrong, but simply to show that it has not done an adequate 
job of showing that it is true. After all, the particularist recognizes that we 
all know many things before we ever talk to skeptics. He places the burden 
of proof on the skeptic and requires the skeptic to show that his skepticism 

_is true and should be taken seriously before he allows the skeptic to bother y before he allows the skeptic to bother 

_him about knowledge. The particularist does not need to refute the skeptic 
(show skepticism is false); he merely needs to rebut the skeptic (show that 
the skeptic has not adequately made his case for skepticism). Given that 
the skeptic cannot consistently argue for his skepticism, there is no reason 
to deny what is obvious to all of us: that we do know many things even if 
we don’t know how we know them. This is one reason why particularism 
is widely favored as the proper solution to the problem of the criterion. 


The Three Kinds of Knowledge 


Now that we have probed the three general features of knowledge, we can 
return to elaborate on the three sorts of knowledge: knowledge by acquain- 
tance, propositional knowledge, and know-how. Knowledge by acquaintance 
is knowledge by simple seeing— when one is directly aware of or directly 
experiences something. One can think of a tree, God, or whether one is 
angry, but these are all different from directly being aware of the tree, God, 
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or one’s inner state of anger. Knowledge by acquaintance is an important 
foundation for all knowledge, and in an important sense, experience or 
direct awareness of reality is the basis for everything we know. 

However, one should not limit what one can see or directly be aware 
of to the five senses. One can also be directly aware of one’s own soul and 
inner states of thoughts, feelings, desires, beliefs, and so forth by intro- 
spective awareness of one’s inner life. One can be directly aware of God, 
of his speaking to one in guidance, of the Spirit’s testimony to various 
things, and so forth. From Plato to the present, many philosophers have 
believed—correctly in my view—in what is called rational awareness, 
that is, the soul’s ability to directly be aware of aesthetic and moral val- 
ues, numbers and the laws of mathematics, the laws of logic, and various 
abstract objects such as humanness, wisdom, and so forth. The important 
thing to note is that we humans have the power to “see,” to be directly aware 
of, to directly experience a wide range of things, many of which are not subject 
to sensory awareness with the five senses. 

Given the reality and nature of knowledge by acquaintance, it follows 
that knowledge does not begin with presuppositions, language, concepts, 
one’s cultural standpoint, or anything else. It starts with awareness of real- 
ity. Indeed, it is because there is such a thing as knowledge by acquaintance 
that we regularly experience times in which we can compare our con- 
cepts or thoughts about something with the thing itself as it is in reality, 
and thereby correct or confirm our thoughts by comparing them with the 
things themselves. Knowledge by acquaintance gives us direct access to 
reality as it is in itself, and we know this to be the case in our daily lives. 

To see this, consider the following examples offered by philosopher 
Scott Smith, which, because of their richness and practical importance, I 
quote in full:° 


1. How a toddler learns to identify an apple. | have enjoyed watching 
my two-year-old daughter develop her understanding of what apples 
are. When she was quite young, my wife and I would show her a book 
that helped her learn what different fruits look like. There are about 
twenty-four pictures of Red Delicious apples, oranges, grapes, and 
bananas on two adjacent pages. We would start by pointing to a pic- 
ture of an apple on the left page, and we would then say “apple.” Then 
we would point to another apple picture and say “apple” again. We 
would repeat this through all the apple pictures, as well as the oranges 
and so on. Later, we would return to this book and ask her, “Where 
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are the apples?” She would point to one, and we would affirm her by 
saying “Good!” Then I might ask, “Where is another apple?” As she 
has grown older, she has developed the ability to identify all the other 
apples pictured there. She also would get to see different apples we 
would eat at home, not all of which were Red Delicious. 

What was going on? She had to see each apple picture for what it is, 
hear the word “apple” uttered for what it is, learn to associate the apple’s 
picture with the word “apple,” and then develop a concept of what an 
apple is from many observations. She then could go into the grocery 
store’s produce section and be able to pick out as apples not just Red 
Delicious ones, but also Gala, Golden Delicious, Fuji, and more. 

2. The prescription refill example. I use my telephone to call in refills 
for prescriptions. I bring the vial with me to the phone while I call, and 
Iam prompted by the system to enter certain information, starting with 
my phone number. I have to look at the phone’s keypad, notice which 
keys are for which numbers, and then press the correct numbers in 
sequence. How do I (or anyone else) do that? I am thinking of a num- 
ber, then I see which key is for that number, and then I direct my finger 
to that key and press it. After doing that for all the digits, I hear the 
number replayed back to me, and again I have to verify that I entered 
the number correctly. How do I do that? I listen to the digits, and then 
I compare the numbers spoken back to me in a sequence with those of 
my phone number. I have to be able to hear the numbers for what they 
are, compare them with what I know to be my number, and see that 
they match up. 

The same follows when I enter the prescription number, which in 
turn is repeated back to me. Again, I have to be able to see the number, 
this time on the vial, as it really is, then see which keys are for which 
numbers, and then direct my finger to press the right keys. If ] make a 
mistake, I can know that because I see that I pressed the wrong one. I 
must be able to see the numbers for what they are on the vial, do the same 
with the keypad, and then match up the audio feedback with the number 
as I read it on the vial. In all cases, I have to be able to see the numbers 
for what they are, in order to match them up. 

3. The example of reading a text aloud. Suppose you are reading a 
passage of Scripture aloud in your church’s worship service, and your 
passage is Romans 1:16-17 (Nass): “For I am not ashamed of the gos- 
pel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to 
the Jew first and also to the Greek. For in it the love of God is revealed 
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from faith to faith; as it is written, ‘But the righteous man shall live 
by faith.” Suppose you read the passage just like that. Now, you may 
notice that some people look up at you with a puzzled look on their 
faces. You might start to wonder why. Then, maybe someone pulls you 
aside and, to your surprise, tells you that you read it wrong, that you 
substituted “love” for “righteousness” in the last verse. 

How would people present know whether what you read was right 
or not? Somehow they have to hear the sounds you uttered for what 
they are, see what the word in the passage actually is, compare the 
two, and then express their thoughts properly in language (e.g. “you 
misspoke,” not “great job!”). I did this intentionally in a philosophy 
class one day, to see how attentively my students were following my 
reading, and to force them to pay attention to their awarenesses— 
what they heard, what they read, their comparison of the two, and 
their judgment. How could we ever correct anyone if we do not have 
access to these things as they really are, and that we can each see what 
is indeed the case? 

What should we make of these case studies? In each case, we have 
to be able to see a thing for what it is. From many noticings, we develop 
a concept of what that thing is. We also must see that a particular 
object of our awareness is another instance of that kind of thing (per- 
haps a Golden Delicious apple). We learn to associate a term with our 
awareness of the object by hearing the term for what it is, seeing the 
object for what it is, and then comparing them and seeing that, yes, 
this object is indeed that kind of thing. That is, we can see that an 
object of our awareness fulfills the concept, and then we can see that 
the thing in question is indeed such-and-such. 


I have belabored the reality of knowledge by acquaintance because it is 
so widely dismissed today. Yet it is of such crucial importance for the Chris- 
tian life. Among other things, such knowledge places us in direct contact 
with God, physical and spiritual reality, our own souls, and a host of other 
things. Knowledge by acquaintance is not infallible— it can be distorted, 
blurred, and so on, because of our finiteness and fallenness— but it is 
available. By way of application, it would be a useful exercise to think 
through how knowledge by acquaintance is essential to learning to hear 
God’s voice on a daily basis within the boundaries set by Holy Scripture.? 

The other two forms of knowledge require only a brief comment. Prop- 


ositional knowledge consists in a true belief based on adequate justificati 
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or grounds. If I know that it is raining outside, I must believe it is raining, 
that belief must be true, and I must have adequate grounds for the belief. 
Remember, propositional knowledge does not require certainty, so that 
one’s grounds for a belief that, say, it is raining or that God is leading me to 
do such and such, or that abortion is wrong do not need to make the belief 
absolutely certain. Moreover, what counts as adequate grounds will vary 
from circumstance to circumstance, depending on whether the context 
is art and beauty, chemistry, the reality of whether an event happened in 
history, knowledge that God is real, and so forth. 

Skill is know-how based on knowledge. In fact, wisdom may fairly be 
defined as skill regarding how to live life well. So understood, it follows that 
one can have knowledge without wisdom but not vice versa. This is impor- 
tant, because so many today wrongly divorce wisdom from knowledge. 

I have been at pains to clarify exactly what knowledge is and is not, as 
well as what is and is not required to have it. If we are going to grow in our 
spiritual and moral knowledge and confidence that we actually have it, it 
is important to have some idea of what knowledge itself is. 

I suspect that this section has been tough sledding for some of you, and 


if so, I want to challenge you with one thing. As you know, the nature and 
limits of knowledge are at the core of spiritual warfare in our culture, and 
ED aa ales ome endian lies in disregard 
of this conflict. Therefore, it is crucial that we call the Christian community 
back to its place in the world as a group that, on the basis of revelation in 
creation, religious experience, and, most importantly, the inerrant Word of 
God, presents religious, ethical, and other forms of knowledge to the world. 
Our religion is a religion of knowledge, not private faith, and we must teach 
people the ins and outs of knowledge as part of the recovery of our heritage as 
the sons and daughters of God. 
Because knowledge is the basis of faith, I will provide suggestions for 


strengthening faith and growing in the knowledge of God and his truth 
after we have had a chance to look briefly at the nature of faith. 


How To STRENGTHEN YOUR FAITH 

The Nature of Faith 

The essence of faith—biblical or otherwise—is confidence or trust, 
onal One cor bave faith in a shine (db Pekan oye Seno Gare 
a parent, the president, or God), and one can have faith in the tru a 
proposition, such as confidence that the following are true: “Statins help 
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lower cholesterol,” “Mutual Fund X is a good investment,” or “God was in 
Christ reconciling the world unto himself.” When trust is directed toward 
a person/thing, it is called “faith in”; when it is directed toward the truth 
of a proposition, it is called “faith that.” 

In Scripture and ordinary life, appropriate faith is grounded in knowl- 
edge and it is as good as its object. It is on the basis of knowledge about a 
chair, statins, or God that one is able to exhibit confidence in the respec- 
tive object or possess a readiness to act as if the relevant proposition is 
true. I am not suggesting that a person who exercises faith always or even 
usually understands everything about what is going on at that moment 
or in the future. Abraham placed faith in God though there was much he 
did not understand. But Abraham’s faith was still grounded on things he 
knew about God. It is a great misunderstanding of faith to oppose it to 
reason and knowledge. Nothing could be further from the truth. In actual 
fact, faith—confidence, trust—is rooted in knowledge. Even in cases of 
misplaced faith, people usually root that faith in what they take themselves 
to know, perhaps mistakenly. 

Confidence is inextricably wrapped up with beliefs—a person will 
have confidence in the truths he or she believes and the objects of those 
truths. Beliefs are the rails on which our lives run. We almost always act 
according to what we really believe. It doesn’t matter much what we say 
we believe or what we want others to think we believe. When the rubber 
meets the road, we act out our actual beliefs most of the time. That is why 
behavior is such a good indicator of a person’s beliefs. It is also why, if you 
want to really come to the point where your confidence in God and Chris- 
tian truths is strong, you must learn to distinguish what you believe from 
what you say you believe. To grasp faith in order to cultivate its growth in 
one’s soul, it is important to ponder three aspects of belief.!° 

1. The content of a belief. The content of a belief helps determine how_ 
important the belief is for our character and behavior. What we believe 
matters—the actual content of what we believe about God, morality, 
politics, life after death, and so on will shape the contours of our life and 
actions. In fact, the contents of our beliefs are so important that according 
to Scripture, our eternal destiny is determined by what we believe about 
Jesus Christ. 

Today, people are inclined to think that the sincerity and fervency of 
one’s beliefs are more important than the content of the beliefs themselves. 
As long as we believe something honestly and strongly, we are told, that 
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is all that matters. Nothing is further from the truth. Reality is basically 
indifferent to how sincerely we believe something. I can believe with all my 
might that my car will fly me to Hawaii or that homosexuality is caused 
solely by the brain, but that fervency doesn’t change a thing. As far as real- 
ity is concerned, what matters is not whether I like a belief or how sincere 
I am in believing it, but whether or not the belief is true. I am responsible 
for what I believe and, I might add, for what I refuse to believe because the 
content of what I do or do not believe makes a tremendous difference to 
what I become and how I act. 

There is a powerful implication of this for your life and for the life 
of your church in the Kingdom of God: It is important that you grow in 
the clarity and depth of understanding of the specific things you believe 
about God and related matters. You really cannot believe something that is 
vague. For example, to the degree that there is fog in what actually comes 
before your mind when you remind yourself that prayer works or that 
God is sovereign, to that degree these items will have little affect on how 
you really live and think about life. Discipleship unto the Lord Jesus is 
a thoughtful life. The simple truth is that those who are not thoughtful 
about the real content of what they actually believe about God will not 
actually believe very much. 

2. The strength of a belief. In addition to content, a belief also exhibits 
some degree or other of strength. To see what I mean here, consider the 
fact that we all believe Things wihout being absolutely certain that they are 
true. If you believe something, then you are at least more than 50 percent 
convinced the belief is true. If it were 50—50 for you, you wouldn’t really 
hold the belief in question. You would still be evaluating the claim to see 
whether or not you should believe it. A belief’s strength is the degree to 
which you are convinced it is true. As you gain evidence and support for a 
belief, its strength grows for you. That belief may start off as plausible and 
later become fairly likely, quite likely, beyond reasonable doubt, or com- 
pletely certain. The more certain you are of a belief, the more it becomes a 
part of your very soul, and the more you rely on it as a basis for action. 

3. The centrality of a belief. Finally, there is the belief’s centrality. The 
centrality of a belief is a measure of how crucial the belief is for supporting 
your other beliefs. The more central a belief is, the greater will be its impact 
on your worldview if the belief were given up. My belief that tulips are bet- 
ter than roses is a fairly strong one for me but it is not central. I could give 
it up and I would not have to abandon or adjust many other beliefs I hold. 


a 
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But my beliefs in the existence of God and Jesus Christ is very central for 
me, more central now, in fact, than just after my conversion in 1968. If I 
were to lose these beliefs, my entire set of beliefs would undergo a radical 
reshuffling, more so now than, say, in 1969. As I grow, these beliefs come 
to play a more central role in the entire way I see life. 


Three in Knowledgeable Confidence in God 

and Hi 

It is possible to develop a solid knowledge of God and his ways and the 
strength of confidence in him and his truth needed to sustain a vibrant 
life that is worthy of the Lord, a life that embodies the nature and power 
of the Kingdom of God. Here are three ways to grow in your knowledge of 
and confidence in God and his truth. 

1. Be ruthless in assessing the precise nature and strength of what you 
actually believe and develop a specific plan of attack for improvement. You 
need to get away for a period of personal reflection and ask yourself some 
hard questions. Often, our congregations are not safe places for such self- 
examination, but if you have friends who can help you here, by all means, 
invite them into the process. 

Your goal is to diagnose your current condition on two fronts. First, 
select a set of target beliefs and try to be precise and clear about what you 
actually think of when these target topics come before your mind: What is 
God really like? Is the Bible really a reliable guide to life? What, precisely, 
do you mean when you say that God is sovereign and in control? Does God 
answer prayer, and in what precise sense do you think he does? Come up 
with your own list in light of what your specific journey and stage of life 
require. The goal here is not to surface what you are supposed to believe 
about these subjects. Rather, it’s to find out what you really do think about 
them. Remember, you can’t believe something that is vague, so the more 
clarity you gain about what really comes to mind regarding your targeted 
beliefs, the more you can improve them. 

Here are two questions to ask yourself about a specific topic you are 
diagnosing. When you think about the topic, is it more of a slogan to you, 
or is it perhaps a vague, unclear string of words you utter in mantra-like 
fashion as a substitute for clear thinking about it? Or do you have a clear 
idea in your mind about the topic? Can you write on paper exactly what_ 
the topic means to you and what you think about it (e.g., What does prayer 
accomplish? Does it change God’s mind? Does it change what happens in 
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the world? Is it merely trying to align oneself with what God’s will already 
is?)? Next, what friends do I have with whom I can gather for an afternoon 
with paper and pen in hand and probe each other about a particular topic 
to surface what we actually think about it? 

Second, try to assess how strongly you believe them, recalling that 
faith can grow in strength. Are you 51 percent confident that God answers 
prayers, 75 percent confident, or what? Don’t lie to yourself. In assess- 
ing the precise content and strength of your beliefs, you must distinguish 
what you say you believe from what you actually believe, what you want 
to believe from what you actually believe, how much you believe some- 
thing from what you want others to think about the strength of your faith. 
Be authentic and brutally honest with yourself, and don’t be discouraged 
if things aren’t what you have been telling yourself. This exercise is the 
beginning of a way forward; it is not an occasion to wallow in self-pity. 

Once this is done, develop a strategy for clarifying and strengthening 
specific beliefs important to your discipleship unto the Lord Jesus. For 
years, I kept a list of questions, doubts, confusions, and so forth, and I 
took it with me everywhere in my Bible. I was constantly on the lookout 
for things to read, people to query, insights to be gained about my list. 

Why don’t you do the same thing? Seek out people and books with 
answers and insights, and don’t stop until you have answers that satisfy 
you. Doubt your doubts, as C. S. Lewis advised. That is, list on paper why 
you doubt that God is real, or whether he really forgives you, and so on, 
and list reasons why this doubt is, itself, a foolish thing to believe. Don’t 
let this rest. I assure you that progress can be made and, in fact, has been 
made by many of your brothers and sisters who have been serious about 
growing in their faith. Read, think, ask questions, and keep checking 
things off your list. Don’t settle for Christian slogans. Get real answers to 
your questions. Be a learner and see all this as an invitation to a journey of 
growth in confidence and knowledge. 

2. Take appropriate yearly risks that stretch your faith. John Wimber 
used to say that faith is spelled “R-I-S-K,” and there is an important insight 
to this saying. Faith grows as we step out, put ourselves in situations in 
which God must show up, wait to see what happens, and learn from our 
experience. There is a balance between being too kind to yourself and 
being too demanding and harsh. That’s why I recommend that you start 
by setting yearly “risk” goals that are slightly beyond your comfort level 
but not so far that you brutalize yourself. Each year, I set forth certain 
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goals——- professional, financial, familial, and so forth——in which I plan 
to attempt things by way of action or concentrated prayer. If these things 
happen, I will know God was involved, and if they don’t happen, I will be 
able to learn from my mistakes. 

Each year, I ask myself this question: How much of my life and minis- 
try last year required the existence of the Christian God to explain it? How 
much would have happened if God did not exist? Here’s the point: Life in 
the Kingdom — corporately in our churches and individually — is a super- 
natural colaboring with God in which we both matter. I matter because 
God wants to use me—not just Billy Graham or some other well-known 
Christian leader. So I get to count. 

But I should also expect and look for where the Kingdom is breaking 
out around and in my life, and I should expect that the effects produced by 
my life and efforts should not be explainable solely by my talent. So each 
year, you too should gently and wisely place yourself in risk situations. If 
God does not show up as you had trusted, don’t give up. Instead, try to 
learn as best you can why things failed to happen as you had risked. This is 
a learning process, but I assure you that if done with wisdom and balance, 
it will greatly strengthen your faith. By the way, I urge you to keep a prayer 
journal even if you only write in it from time to time. You want a record of 
your own book of Acts in which you record answers to prayer and various 
miracles in your life, so your yearly “risks” can be recorded in such a way 
that you remember the acts of God’s Spirit in your life. 

3. Read books about and share stories of God’s miraculous actions in other 
people’s lives as an encouragement to your own faith. We wrongly get the 
idea that God is relatively inactive in the world today, but this false impres- 
_ Sion is a result of our lack of awareness of the incredible things God is 
“doing in and through his children’s lives all around us on a daily basis. In 

chapter 7, I will suggest some books to read that give reliable testimony to 
the miracles of healing, deliverance, and answers to prayer that are hap- 
pening all over the world today. For now, let me illustrate the point with 
a personal story. 

I was speaking to a church staff about developing trust in God in their 
congregation for the coming year, and I included the importance of pro- 
viding means by which people could share on a regular basis the answers 
to prayer and other encouraging things God had been or was doing for 
them. At the break, one staff member approached me with his own story. 
A few years earlier, a machine had fallen on him and fractured his chest 
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and hands. He was rushed to the doctor, x-rayed, and scheduled for sur- 
gery the next day. That evening, a group of believers came to his home and 
prayed for his healing. At once the pain left and he felt healed. The next 
day, the surgeons took new x-rays before the surgery, and the fractures 
were completely healed. Like an idiot I asked him how he knew this. He 
answered that the doctors compared the new x-rays with the ones taken 
the day before, and it was obvious that he had been miraculously healed! 
The fracture-lines were gone! 

Here’s the punch line: He had never shared this with anyone in the 
church! He didn’t want to talk about himself. How are we going to encour- 
age each other that the Christian life is a supernatural journey if we don’t 
share these sorts of things with each other? We need to provide opportuni- 
ties for credible testimonials to be given to each other on a regular basis, 
because they strengthen people’s confidence in God and his Word. 

Here’s another event that happened to me at the beginning of my 
ministry. In 1971 as a young Christian on staff with Campus Crusade for 
Christ, I was assigned to work at the Colorado School of Mines in Golden, 
Colorado, just outside of Denver. I began to pray specifically that God 
would provide me and my roommate with a white house with a white 
picket fence in the front yard about two to three miles from campus, cost- 
ing no more than $115/month (this was 1971!). I told no one that I was 
praying about this. 

When I arrived in Golden in late August, I looked for three days for a 
place to live. I must have seen fifteen different places. I found nothing at 
all in Golden, but there was a two-bedroom apartment ten miles away in 
Denver for $130/month. Frustrated, I told the manager I would take it. She 
informed me that the apartment was the only one left but that a couple had 
seen it that morning and had that day to decide to move in. If they did not 
take it, it was mine. She called me around five o'clock in the afternoon, 
informing me that the couple had moved in. I was back to square one. 

That evening, I received a phone call from a fellow Crusade staff mem- 
ber, Kaylon Carr. Keep in mind that no one, not even my roommate, knew 
anything at all about my prayer request. Kaylon asked if I still needed a 
place to live and proceeded to tell me that that very day, she had gone to 
Denver Seminary, looked on their bulletin board, and spotted a pastor who 
wanted to rent a house in Golden to Christians. Needless to say, I called 
the pastor, got directions, and planned to meet him at the house the next 
morning at nine o'clock. I drove up to a white house with a white picket 
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fence that was two miles from campus and rented it for $110/month! Ray 
Womack and I lived there for the year and had a home to which we could 
invite students for ministry. By meditating on this and other answers to 
prayer, I have often recalled that God is, indeed, a supernatural Father, 
and my faith has been strengthened. Such sharing is a powerful way to 
strengthen our faith. 

I have tried to explain the nature of knowledge and faith and provide 
help in growing in them. People perish for lack of the knowledge of God. 
The devil is waging war against the possibility of knowledge of God. This 
is no time for the church to adopt an anti-intellectual approach to knowl- 
edge and faith. I trust that you see this, and I invite you to be part of the 
recovery movement. 
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QUESTIONS FOR PERSONAL REFLECTION OR 
Group DISCUSSION 


According to Michael Green, three factors were central to the early 
church’s explosive success: persuasive apologetics, transformed char- 
acter and biblical compassion, and the manifest power of the kingdom 
of God by the Spirit of God (pages 111—112). How are these factors 
interrelated? Are these factors reproducible in our own context? In 
which of these three do you sense the need for greater attention and 
growth today? 


. What is the author’s definition of knowledge (page 114)? Does this def- 


inition help to clarify why Christianity is fundamentally a knowledge 
tradition and not simply a faith tradition? Reread the biblical passages 
that focus on knowledge and choose five that particularly stand out to 
you. How is the author’s definition of knowledge represented in those 
examples? 


. The author presents three general features of knowledge: Knowledge 


does not require certainty; you can know something without knowing 
that you know it; and you can know something without knowing how 
you know it (pages 121—122). Consider several things you know but 
do not know them with certainty or even know how you know them. 
Organize these things according to degrees of knowledge and observe 
how your knowledge has grown or diminished over time. 


How does knowledgable confidence inform and form the tasks of 
teaching (page 122)? Consider how it impacts the role of parenting 
and belief formation. 


. What is “the problem of the criterion”? Describe briefly the three 


main solutions to this problem: skepticism, methodism, particular- 
ism (pages 122- 124). What are the fundamental problems with these 
solutions? Why do they deter us from actually obtaining knowledge? 


Have you ever functioned as a skeptic or an epistemological method- 
ist? What was your reason or motivation for thinking that you could 
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not know something without first knowing how you knew it? Were 
you motivated out of a desire for certainty or eagerness to control? 


. Particularism is the best strategy for solving “the problem of the crite- 
rion.” What are the author’s reasons for claiming this? What examples 
does he affer? 


What objections does the skeptic raise against particularism (pages 
124—126)? How does the author respond to these objections? Con- 
sider, interact with, and evaluate those responses. 


. The author explains three kinds of knowledge: knowledge by acquain- 
tance, propositional knowledge, and know-how (pages 126-130). 
What is knowledge by acquaintance? Why is it the basis for all other 
kinds of knowledge? How does it differ from “propositional knowl- 
edge” and “know-how”? If “simple seeing” is true, what are its impli- 
cations for the postmodernist claim that presuppositions, language, 
concepts, and one’s cultural standpoint stand between you and exter- 
nal reality? Interact with the author’s plentiful examples from philoso- 
pher Scott Smith on this issue (pages 127-129). 


. What’s the difference between when trust is directed toward a person or 
a thing and when it is directed toward the truth of a proposition? How 
is faith related to knowledge? In what way is confidence inextricably 
important to beliefs? How are the content, the strength, and the cen- 
trality of a belief interrelated, and what do you think is the importance 
of this interrelationship for spiritual formation (pages 130-133)? 


. One way to grow in knowledgeable confidence in God and his truth 
is to be ruthless in assessing the precise nature and strength of what 
you actually believe and to develop a plan for improvement (pages 
133-134), Experiment with the author’s suggestion to experience 
some personal reflection and to ask yourself some hard questions 
about what you actually believe. On any topic that you believe, is it 
more of a slogan to you, a vague, unclear string of words you utter in 
mantra-like fashion as a substitute for clear thinking about it, or do 
you have a clear idea in your mind about what you believe and why? 


Gather with some friends and probe each other about a particu- 
lar topic. Try to assess how strongly you believe what you believe, 


140 


10. 


CHARTING A Way Out: THE KINGDOM TRIANGLE 


recalling that faith can grow in strength. Also, develop a strategy for 
clarifying and strengthening specific beliefs important to your Chris- 
tian discipleship. 


. A second way to grow in knowledgeable confidence in God and his 


truth is to take appropriate yearly risks (“R-I-S-K”) that stretch your 
faith (pages 134-135). Faith grows as we step out, put ourselves in 
situations in which God must show up, wait to see what happens, and 
learn from our experience. Set for yourself yearly “risk” goals that are 
slightly beyond your comfort level. Keep a prayer journal, even if you 
only write in it from time to time, so that you can record the acts of 
God’s Spirit in your life. 


A third way to grow in knowledgeable confidence in God and his truth 
is to read books about God’s transforming work in other people’s lives 
(pages 135-136). Document how you see the reality of God’s King- 
dom breaking out around you in the lives of friends, relatives, cowork- 
ers, churches, etc. Encourage your church to set aside time on Sunday 
or during the week to ask, “In what way is the Lord working in our 
midst?” May this be a consistent lead question in your fellowship with 
other people. 


CHAPTER 6 


RENOVATION OF THE SOUL 


he empty self is now an epidemic in America (and much of Western 

culture), and we have all been affected to some degree by this plague. 
Because it is so clear, I repeat a statement by Philip Cushman to which I 
referred earlier: 


The empty self is filled up with consumer goods, calories, experiences, 
politicians, romantic partners, and empathetic therapists.... [The 
empty self] experiences a significant absence of community, tradi- 
tion, and shared meaning ... a lack of personal conviction and worth, 
and it embodies the absences as a chronic, undifferentiated emotional 
hunger.! 


It should be obvious that the empty self undermines growth as a disciple. 

The empty self is actually a ubiquitous incarnation of what is more 
broadly called the false self. Roughly, the false self is the self we present to 
others, perhaps unconsciously, in order to make the world safe for us, to 
allow us to be in control of things, to gain attention or be ignored depend- 
ing on our strategy, and to hide from others and ourselves what we are really 
like. The false self is a tangled web of internal tapes created by childhood 
struggles, pain, embarrassment, anxiety, and fear. The true self is the per- 
son we really are, and if a person has not heard from himself for some time, 
it is entirely possible for someone not to have a clue about one’s true self. 

Since the empty self is a major form of the false self, all of us who hun- 
ger for increasing spiritual authenticity and real intimacy with God and 
others need to be on the lookout for ways we have become empty selves. 
Our practice of discipleship and spiritual formation must be done with a 
clear view of the empty self and its negative impact on our individual lives 
and church structures. Here are four traits of the empty self that under- 
mine authentic spiritual formation.’ 
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The empty self is inordinately individualistic. Years ago my wife and I 
attended a D.A.R.E. graduation (a public school program designed to help 
children say no to drugs) for my daughter’s sixth grade class. According to 
the program, some students were going to share with the audience their 
reasons for rejecting drugs. With a twinkle in my eye, I turned to the couple 
sitting next to me and boldly announced a prediction: Each student would 
reject drugs for what would ultimately be the same reason — self-interest. 

Sure enough, student after student said that he or she would refuse 
drugs because of a desire to stay healthy, become a doctor or athlete, or do 
well in school. Not one student made as much as a small reference to virtue 
or duty to community. Not one student rejected drugs simply because it is 
wrong to take them! Not one student rejected drugs because of the shame 
it would bring to family, community, or God. Individualistic reasons were 
the only ones given. A healthy form of individualism is a good thing. But 
the empty self ubiquitous today is a self-contained individual who defines 
one’s own life goals, values, and interests as though one were a human 
atom, isolated from others, with little need or responsibility to live for the 
concerns of the broader community. 

The empty self is infantile. Today, people carry adolescent personality 
features well into their thirties. The infantile person is controlled by infan- 
tile cravings and constantly seeks to be filled up with and made whole 
by food, entertainment, and consumer goods. The infantile self needs to 
be soothed and must have its desires instantly satisfied. Such a person is 
preoccupied with sex, physical appearance, and body image and the need 
to feel good all the time. For the infantile personality type, pain, endur- 
ance, hard work, and delayed gratification are simply out of the question. 
Pleasure is all that matters, and it had better be immediate. Boredom is the 
greatest evil, amusement the greatest good. 

The empty self is narcissistic. Narcissism is an inappropriate sense of self- 
infatuation in which the individual is driven by and only by his or her own 
self-interest and personal fulfillment.’ The narcissist manipulates relation- 
ships with others (including God) to validate his or her own need for power 
and for admiration from others. The narcissist is superficial and regards 
others as mere objects, mere means to his or her own selfish ends. Self-denial 
is out of the question. Spiritually, the narcissist dethrones God and his pur- 
poses in history from the center of the religious life and places his or her 
own personal fulfillment in the middle. God exists to meet the narcissist’s 
needs, and woe to the Creator if he doesn’t live up to those expectations! 
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The empty self is passive. Finally, the empty self is passive in the sense 
that he or she would rather do nothing and let life pass them by than to 
get involved. From watching television to listening to sermons, the empty 
self’s primary agenda is to be amused and entertained with a minimum 
of energy expended. The passive individual is a self in search of pleasure 
provided by others. Such an individual increasingly becomes a shriveled 
self with less and less ability to be proactive and take control of life. 

Given the impact of the empty self on all of us, we can no longer afford to 
do church the way we have frequently done it. We can no longer afford to build 
churches largely around powerful communicators who do our studying and 
thinking for us, and we can no longer build our services around providing bits 
of entertainment for an hour or so once a week. Already addicted to passivity 
and entertainment, these are precisely what empty selves are looking for. 

There is nothing wrong with having an excellent communicator or an 
entertaining service each week. All things being equal, I would rather have 
an interesting teacher on Sunday than someone to whom it is hard to lis- 
ten, and the same goes for the rest of the service. But the Sunday morning 
service was never intended to be the staple for growing world-changing 
communities or for producing radically different people under the shelter 
of God’s wings. Those dramatic goals require a decentralized philosophy 
of ministry, which takes as its aim the equipping of the body for the work 
of ministry and the fostering of authentic Christian spiritual formation. As 
we continue to see our need for the renovation of our souls, I believe there 
are three aspects that we need to bring to the center of our efforts if we are 
to have a chance of becoming dramatic people fit for the Master’s use. 


Growing in the Art of Christian Self-Denial 

I have long considered Jesus the smartest man who ever lived. Of course, I 
believe he was also God incarnate. But even if a skeptic takes his teachings 
as expressions of mere human wisdom, I believe that those teachings can 
be seen as superior in insight, depth, and value to those of Freud, Marx, 
Plato, or anyone else. Nowhere is this more evident than when Jesus is 
expressing his views about the way we were made to function properly 
and to flourish. Jesus had a grasp of human nature that has never and will 
never be surpassed. And it has never been more critical to weigh his words 
about “happiness” and one’s basic approach to life than today as we live in 
a culture united in support of a perspective diametrically opposed to his. 
Consider seriously these words: 
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Then Jesus said to His disciples, “If anyone wishes to come after 
Me, he must deny himself, and take up his cross and follow Me. For 
whoever wishes to save his life will lose it; but whoever loses his life for 
My sake will find it. For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole 
world and forfeits his soul? Or what will a man give in exchange for his 
soul?” (Matthew 16:24-26) 


Please ponder carefully the heart of Jesus’ claims. His invitation to “fol- 
low him” is actually an invitation to enter a different kind of life and to learn 
from Jesus himself how to live well. Acceptance of this invitation provides 
the believer with the power and resources to learn how to live a radically new 
kind of life from above and in approximation to the sort of life Jesus himself 
lived. Jesus invites us to new life in the Kingdom, lived from the power of the 
indwelling Spirit and the resurrected power of Jesus himself. Understood 
in a different way, it is an invitation to a life of happiness understood in its 
classic sense. An important question is now forced upon us: How does the 
classic understanding of happiness relate to the current one?4 

When Jesus invited people to deny themselves and follow him, he 
believed and taught that this was the only way they could find themselves, 
and in so doing, find “happiness.” In his words we encounter the classic 
concept of happiness, one embraced by Moses, Solomon, Aristotle, Plato, 
the church fathers, medieval theologians, and many more. This classic 
concept has now given way to “pleasurable satisfaction.” 

According to the classic sense, happiness is a life well lived, a life of vir- 
tue and character, a life that manifests wisdom, kindness, and goodness. 
The life of classic happiness, the life about which to dream and for which 
to long, for which to hunger and seek, and which should be imitated and 
practiced is a life of virtue and character. The New Testament enriches this 
classic sense by calling it “eternal life,” understood as a certain quality of 
life and fleshed out as a life that approximates Jesus’ life and character. To 
be sure, such a life includes a deep sense of well-being, but this pregnant 
sense of well-being is not the same thing as pleasurable satisfaction. 

Pleasurable satisfaction depends on external circumstances going 
well— for example, physical appearance, success at work, and popular- 
ity. Because of this, pleasurable satisfaction is unstable and varies with 
life’s circumstances. Classic virtue flows from inside a person as he or she 
matures and develops a character formed by discipleship unto Jesus. As 
one progresses in the way of Jesus, classic happiness becomes less and less 
dependent on external circumstances. 
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You may recall that in C. S. Lewis’s novel The Lion, the Witch and the 
Wardrobe, Turkish delight was an addictive source of immediate grati- 
fication that became less and less effective as time wore on. In the same 
way, “pleasurable satisfaction” becomes increasingly addictive and enslav- 
ing (and unsatisfying!) if it becomes the dominant aim of one’s life. The 
never-ending quest for the holy grail of pleasure and good feelings creates 
a person who cannot live without “happiness,” who is addicted to adrena- 
line, whose empty self must constantly be filled with calories, romance, 
consumer goods, and church services. In this way, “happiness” becomes 
addictive and enslaving.” Satisfaction of desire and the right to do what 
one wants become the goal of life. 

By contrast, classical happiness brings freedom and power to life as one 
ought, as one increasingly becomes a unified person who lives for a cause 
bigger than one’s self. Such a person is not preoccupied with the right to 
do what one wants. 

One can obtain pleasurable satisfaction through some particular activ- 
ity or area of success, but the gratification gained is usually limited to the 
area in question and does not color the rest of one’s life. If your team wins 
or you get good grades, the excitement that ensues does not necessarily 
color your affective presence when you are called upon to sacrifice for and 
to serve others. But a life of wisdom and virtue is like background music at 
a restaurant; it sets the mood and texture for everything within its scope, 
and as you find real happiness, all aspects of your life are seasoned by it. 

For Jesus, to find one’s self is to find out what life is supposed to look 
like and to learn to live that way. It is to become like Jesus himself and 
have a character that manifests the radical nature of the Kingdom of God 
and the fruit of the Spirit; it is to find out God’s purposes for one’s life and 
to fulfill those purposes in a Christ-honoring way. This is a life of human 
flourishing, a life lived the way we were made to function. 

This is what people hunger for whether they know it or not. We were 
created for drama, we were meant to live dramatic lives in the thickest 
world one can imagine—the world made by the Christian God and the 
historic struggle between God’s kingdom and all who opposes it. People 
spend too much time and energy on things that do not matter. Natural- 
ists and postmodernists have no other alternative because theirs is a thin 
world with no meaning or value. He who dies with the most toys or votes 
or power or ... wins. But followers of Jesus understand that they have a 
dramatic calling that makes the presence or absence of a fleeting amount 
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of pleasurable satisfaction irrelevant compared to the thick happiness 
offered by their precious Lord. 

We are to be dramatic even in the “little” things that grace the daily 
routines of our “ordinary” lives. As part of a pursuit of classical happiness, 
“little” things and “ordinary” activities quickly become big and extraor- 
dinary! No wonder people who are preoccupied with pleasurable happi- 
ness become empty selves! Their vision is too small, too confining, too 
mundane to justify their three score and ten years, too little to demand 
their best efforts over the long haul! No wonder people would rather spend 
themselves for an important cause— specifically, the cause of Christ and 
leading a life well lived —than enjoy a pampered idleness. No wonder the 
primary problem of contemporary culture is boredom! A central part of the 
church’s educational program, including its pulpit ministry, is to constantly 
present a vision of life in the Kingdom of God that is so rich and real that 
people want to give themselves away for it and in light of which the empty self 
is seen and felt to be the trivial fraud that it really is. 

Self-denial in Matthew 16:24-27 does not mean living without the 
things that bring pleasurable satisfaction. Self-denial certainly does not 
mean adopting the attitude of putting one’s self down, nor does it mean to 
get rid of any personal desires. This mistaken notion is Buddhist, not Chris- 
tian. Certain forms of Buddhism teach that one should get rid of all desire 
as a means for realizing that one does not really have a self. This greases 
the skids for a “deeper” realization that one does not exist and, thus, may 
merge with nothingness. No, the Christian disciple is to be teaming with 
passions and desires of all kinds in a manner fit for someone fully alive in 
the Kingdom. If these are what Jesus did not mean, then exactly what did 
he mean? 

Note that Jesus clarifies self-denial with the phrase “taking up one’s 
cross.” Jesus did not literally mean this because Luke adds the word “daily” 
(Luke 9:23) to the assertion, and this is obviously impossible in a literal 
sense. “Taking up one’s cross daily” means to form through repeated prac- 
tice the daily habit of living each day with a specific attitude and outlook. 
More specifically, one is to form a passion for the daily practice of giving 
up on the failed project of making one’s self the center of focus and, alter- 
natively, to live hour by hour for God’s Kingdom. It is to be preoccupied 
with learning skillfully to find one’s place in his unfolding plan and play 
one’s role well, to give one’s life away to others for Christ’s sake. A life of 
self-denial for Jesus’ sake takes the stress away from life derived from the 
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pressure to be “happy” all the time. It also removes the terrible burden of 
having to be defensive, to be constantly monitoring one’s emotions, and to 
stay in control of every situation. In all honesty, who needs such pressure? 

Pursuit of the demands of the empty self and the cultivation of a life of 
self-denial under Jesus’ lordship constitute two very different approaches to 
life that produce radically different sorts of people. It is here that the two dif- 
ferent understandings grab us by the throat, shake us to the core, and demand 
we make a choice of lifestyle strategies. This choice is as important as any one 
you will ever make, and that is not religious hype; it is the sober truth. 

If pleasurable satisfaction is your goal, then from morning to night 
your habituated focus will be on three things— “me, myself, and I.” You 
will constantly be monitoring your own happiness temperature, and your 
activities (job, recreation, church involvement) and other people (friends, 
spouse, children, and even God himself) will be mere things, objects that 
simply exist as means to your own happiness. 

You will have great difficulty forming meaningful attachments to 
other people. If you are shy, you will withdraw from people— not to find 
solitude to reenter relationships with solid boundaries and emotional/ 
spiritual refreshment, but to attack them and find safety that keeps you 
from having to change. You will hide from others and fail to give them 
what they need from you to grow in spiritual formation and friendship. 
If you are outgoing, you will repress your fears and shame by becoming 
socially aggressive. You will talk all the time in social situations and not 
develop skills as a good listener, or if you do know how to listen to others, 
it will be a front to earn the right to turn the conversation back to you at 
the earliest opportunity. 

After several years of this sort of life, you will become a self-absorbed, 
empty narcissist. A culture of people who live this way will be a culture 
that elevates celebrities. A celebrity is someone given attention because of 
his or her image or ability to get others to live their own lives vicariously 
through the celebrity’s life, such as it is. This is an ugly form of codepen- 
dence between trapped empty celebrities and passive empty fans! Empty 
selves exchange a life of drama for Turkish Delight. 

This is an appropriate point to consider a claim I often hear people make, 
that “it is hard to be a dedicated disciple because it requires sacrifice and 
commitment and it goes against the grain of society; but it’s worth the dif- 
ficulty.” This claim is both true and false in different senses, and we are now 
in a position to see why. Following the path of self-denial for Christ’s sake 
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is hard in the specific sense that learning to get good at anything is difficult 
in the early stages of development. If you are a novice in learning French, 
tennis, typing, or self-denial, you are in the difficult position of learning to 
form new habits to replace your old ones that already have natural inertia. 

But in a different sense, the life of self-denial is, indeed, the “easy yoke.” 
In contrast to the path of self-absorption, the path of self-denial for Jesus 
corresponds to the way we were made to function and to reality itself as 
God created it. The really hard life is the one lived in opposition to Jesus’ 
path. All you need to do is to look at how hard life is for folks who cannot 
forgive others, who desperately need to be the focus of attention, who have 
to be in control of everything, who are driven to succeed to prove they are 
significant. This is the hard life, not the life of self-denial. As one gets good 
at self-denial for the Kingdom, life gets progressively easier. 

If authentic spiritual formation, character, and deep well-being are your 
goal, then you will learn to see yourself in light of a larger cause, the out- 
working of God’s plan in history. You will be absorbed by wanting to make 
Jesus famous and respected by everyone. You will be preoccupied with find- 
ing your role in the body of Christ and with developing the gifts and talents 
required to fulfill that role with excellence. Your passion will be to see all of 
life’s activities as occasions to draw near to and become like the triune God. 
You will hunger to make those around you better at life because they know 
you and observe your wisdom and skill at living! Your long-term focus (and 
the simple fact that you have a long-term focus will set you apart from most 
people!) will be on giving yourself away to others for Christ’s sake. 

It is enormously important to recognize that Jesus’ assertion that we 
lose our lives when we try to gain them, and we gain our lives when we 
lose them for his sake, is not a command. A command is something that 
one should obey but, at the same time, is optional. You can disobey it. No, 
this principle is not a command; it is a description of reality, an accurate 
characterization of the way we are made and how we do and do not flour- 
ish as image-bearers of God. It is like someone saying, “If you want to learn 
arithmetic, then you must do fractions and practice the multiplication 
table.” This is not an option, something such that you can learn arithmetic 
whether or not you learn fractions. It is an accurate description of the very 
nature of arithmetic. Being rooted in reality, it describes to us the path one 
must take to flourish at arithmetic. 

In the same way, if one wants to become a flourishing person of char- 
acter with a deep sense of well-being, then one must learn to give one’s 
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life away for Jesus’ sake. This is not true simply for believers; it’s true for 
anyone whether they believe it or not. As secular scholar John Gardner 
acknowledged, “Existence is a strange bargain. Life owes us little; we owe 
it everything. The only true happiness comes from squandering ourselves 
for a purpose.” If you want to flourish as a friend and have lots of friends, 
you need to learn to be a friend. You will simply fail if you spend all your 
time trying to convince others that you are really cool, really worthy of 
their focused attention. Similarly, if you want to flourish as a person, you 
must give yourself away for Christ’s sake. That brings true happiness. 

Too often we shape our lives and ministries to cater to the empty self 
within all of us. What we must do as a central part of our mission is to 
teach people to grow in the skill of daily, habitual, healthy self-denial for 
Jesus’ sake. Just as one can learn to get good at math or tennis through 
practice and focus, one can get good at the art of self-denial, an art that is 
a means to the goal of a flourishing life in the Kingdom. 

Here’s one simple suggestion for progress in this area. When you get 
up in the morning, start off with praise and thanksgiving to God for the 
things you honestly appreciate about him and his dealings with you. Then 
lift all your burdens to him until you have a sense of rest before the Lord. 
Then tell him that between now and, say, lunch, with his help you are 
going to orient your morning towards focusing on others and giving your- 
self away for their good. 

This may mean focusing on being a servant as a mechanic, insurance 
salesperson, or whatever your morning station in life brings. At noon, you 
again lift your burdens to Jesus and focus on your own needs, fears, and 
problems. Once you have done that, reorient yourself to giving yourself 
away to others for Jesus’ sake until mid-afternoon. Repeat the cycle three 
to five times each day, and eventually, a habit will form such that your 
orientation in daily life will be on extending goodness, truth, and beauty 
to others in the name of Jesus. There’s still plenty of room for appropriate 
self-interest in such a life, but growth in the art of healthy self-denial pro- 
vides a sure path away from being dominated by your own issues. Spiritual 
disciplines are intimately related to self-denial and, in fact, are effective 
tools for achieving facility in healthy, biblically informed self-denial. 


Fostering Spiritual Disciplines in Ourselves 
Think carefully about these words and see what you make of them: “There- 
fore I urge you, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies a 


150 CHARTING A Way Out: THE KINGDOM TRIANGLE 


living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service 
of worship” (Rom. 12:1, italics added). This verse is unpacked earlier in 
Paul’s letter: 


Even so consider yourselves to be dead to sin, but alive to God in 
Christ Jesus. Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body that 
you obey its lusts, and do not go on presenting the members of your 
body to sin as instruments of unrighteousness, but present yourselves 
to God as those alive from the dead, and your members as instruments 
of righteousness to God.... 

I am speaking in human terms because of the weakness of your 
flesh. For just as you presented your members as slaves to impurity and 
to lawlessness, resulting in further lawlessness, so now present your 
members as slaves to righteousness, resulting in sanctification. (Rom. 
6:11-13, 19, italics added) 


Colossians 3:5 and 1 Timothy 4:7~8 provide similar directives. For 
years I simply glossed over these texts with little understanding of how 
profound and penetrating they really are. I believe that if you follow the 
line of thought in the next few pages, you will be amazed at what these 
verses assert. The initial step in developing that line of thought requires us 
to unpack four concepts: habit, character, flesh, and body. 

A habit is an ingrained tendency to act, think, or feel a certain way 
without needing to choose to do so. The way a person drives a car, exhibits 
penmanship, or typically feels upon first awakening in the morning are 
not things people need to think about and deliberately will to take place. 
For example, the way you drive a car is a habit and you are free while driv- 
ing to think about other things. 

Character is the sum total of one’s habits, good and bad. Penmanship 
character is the sum total of one’s good and bad writing habits; it is one’s 
handwriting style. Note that I am using “character” to stand for all of one’s 
habits — both good and bad— not merely for one’s good habits. 

Anthropological terms in the Bible such as “mind” (nous), “heart” 
(kardia), “flesh” (sarx), or “body” (soma) express many different mean- 
ings, and great care must be given to the context to understand the par- 
ticular meaning of such terms in specific passages. For example, flesh and 
body may on occasion be used as synonyms, but in the passages above, 
each term expresses a specific meaning. Body is pretty obvious. In con- 
trast to the soul, it refers to one’s living, animated physical aspect. The 
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body can be seen and touched, and it is composed of tissue, skin, bone, 
and various organs (e.g., the heart) and systems (e.g., the nervous system). 
By contrast, flesh means “the sinful tendencies or habits that reside in the 
body and whose nature is opposite that of the Kingdom of God.” To see 
the importance of these notions, especially this usage of flesh, let’s set aside 
spiritual disciplines for a moment and bring up a fairly painful topic for 
many: learning to play a sport, such as tennis. 

In a literal sense, the beginner brings to the game a specific tennis char- 
acter, consisting in the sum total of good and bad habits relevant for serv- 
ing, using your backhand, and playing tennis in general. One’s tennis flesh 
is in particular the sum of one’s bad tennis habits—tendencies to hit the 
ball into the net or to serve outside the appropriate lines. Clearly, the goal 
of the novice is to develop tennis character, and this will require that per- 
son to get rid of his or her tennis flesh. 

Now, exactly how does one do this? As a first step, one must answer 
another question: Where do these bad habits reside? Answer: They reside in 
specific body parts/members as ingrained tendencies. Again, there is noth- 
ing figurative about any of this. In fact, if you do not take what is being said 
literally, you simply will not get good at tennis (develop an excellent tennis 
character). Your success at tennis may be seriously compromised by bad 
habits in the wrists, the hips, the legs, and so on. You may have good habits 
in your wrists but bad habits (tennis flesh) residing in your shoulders or 
ankles. Tennis flesh resides in the specific members of your body, namely, 
those areas of the body in which bad tennis habits reside. 

We are now in a position to vouchsafe a crucial insight: How does one 
develop a good tennis character; that is, how does one become good at ten- 
nis? Clearly it is not enough to engage in daily tennis readings, watching 
Wimbledon each year, and seeking constant exposure to motivational ten- 
nis music (whether it be traditional tennis hymns or contemporary tennis 
praise music!). No, one must present one’s members to a tennis instructor 
at a tennis court as instruments of tennis “righteousness” instead of fol- 
lowing one’s tennis flesh as an instrument of tennis “unrighteousness” 
(I’m not talking John McEnroe here but being lousy at tennis!). These are 
not figures of speech. They are literal indeed. By so presenting one’s mem- 
bers, one gradually gets rid of bad tennis habits and replaces them with 
good ones. If this is done repeatedly, tennis transformation ensues. 

Now, exactly how does one present one’s members to a tennis instruc- 
tor? The answer consists in two crucial factors. First, a person must be 
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committed to the pursuit of tennis righteousness (to getting good at ten- 
nis) and choose to submit as an apprentice to a master tennis instructor. 
Such a commitment may involve a one-time decision. But as important as 
such a decision is, it is not enough. Follow-through must ensue. 

Thus, in addition, one must “present one’s body” to a tennis instructor 
repeatedly by engaging specific body parts in regular activities done over 
and over again through repeated practice and body movement, under the 
watchful eye of the teacher. For example, one may present a particular 
body part, say the wrists, to the tennis instructor by practicing over and 
over again a specific wrist movement with racket in hand. The result of 
such habitual bodily movement will be the replacement of bad habits that 
dwell in the wrist with good habits. The tennis flesh that resides in the 
wrists will be replaced gradually by tennis righteousness in those mem- 
bers. Later, the instructor may require the habitual presentation of other 
members, say the hips or ankles, to replace bad habits that reside there. 

The particular practice one must repeat will vary from time to time; 
that is why one needs the constant direction of a master teacher to grow 
in tennis character over the long haul. In general, a sport’s discipline is a 
repeated exercise relevant to that sport—a bodily movement involving 
specific body parts, repeated over and over again, that is done in order to 
get rid of the specific sport’s flesh and replace it with new habits so that 
sport righteousness may reside in specific body parts. A tennis discipline 
is done repeatedly not to get good at the discipline, but to get good at the 
game of tennis. Sometimes one’s progress in the game of tennis is mea- 
sured by the fact that a particular practice exercise is less urgent than it 
once was and may fruitfully be dropped for a season to concentrate on 
another repeated bodily movement. 

It should now be clear as to how insightful the passages under consider- 
ation really are for getting good at life. When you present your body to God 
as a living sacrifice (Rom. 12:1), it involves not only a one-time act of dedica- 
tion, but a habitual, repeated bodily exercise (1 Cor. 9:24-27; 1 Tim. 4:7-8) 
involving specific body parts (Rom. 6:11—13, 19) and resulting in putting to 
death one’s bad habits (Col. 3:5) —that is, removing the flesh that resides in 
those body parts and replacing them with righteousness that comes to reside 
in the members of one’s body. A Christian spiritual discipline is a repeated 
bodily practice, done over and over again, in dependence on the Holy Spirit and 
under the direction of Jesus and other wise teachers in his way, to enable one to 
get good at certain things in life that one cannot learn by direct effort. 
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Just as “tennis flesh” resides in specific body parts, so sinful habits 
often reside in specific body parts—anger in the stomach area, anxiety in 
the chest or shoulders, gossip in the tongue and mouth region, and lust in 
the eyes and other areas. A spiritual discipline is a repetitive practice that 
targets one of these areas in order to replace bad habits with good ones in 
dependence on the Spirit of the living God. Some disciplines (e.g., playing 
piano scales) have no value in themselves and are totally a means to an 
end—learning to play beautiful music. Other disciplines (e.g., practicing 
your serve in tennis) are not only valuable as a means to an end when done 
on the tennis court, but are also intrinsically valuable for their own sake 
when done during the game itself. 

In the same way, some spiritual disciplines (e.g., the practice of jour- 
naling, such as the habit of writing down one’s prayers to God) are mere 
means to an end (learning to remember answers to prayer). Other disci- 
plines (e.g., ongoing prayer) are both a means to an end when done as a 
discipline and intrinsically valuable in their own right when done during 
the actual “game” of life. 

We need to center our church fellowships on fostering the regular prac- 
tice of spiritual disciplines in our individual and corporate lives. Dallas 
Willard offers two categories of spiritual disciplines: abstinence/detach- 
ment and engagement.’ This list is not exhaustive, but it does contain most 
of the classical disciplines: 


disciplines of abstinence: solitude, silence, fasting, frugality, chastity, 
secrecy, sacrifice 


disciplines of engagement: study, worship, celebration, service, prayer, 
fellowship, confession, submission 


In disciplines of abstinence, we unhook for a period of time and to 
varying degrees from the satisfaction of normal, appropriate desires — 
food, sleep, companionship, sex, music, comfort, financial security, recog- 
nition, and so forth. These disciplines help us address sins of commission. 
In general, it is not a good idea to detach from something without filling 
the resulting void with attachment to something positive. Thus, disciplines 
of engagement go hand in hand with those of detachment, and the former 
help us address sins of omission. 

In addition to classic examples of disciplines such as those listed above, 
any repeated practice that is fruitful for growth in Christlikeness is legit- 
imately called a spiritual discipline; thus, the list of such disciplines is 
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endless. To illustrate, consider evangelistic training as an example of a 
“nonclassic” discipline. I have trained thousands of people to share their 
faith. Over the years I have participated in twenty-five to thirty debates. 

In March 1988 I went to the University of Mississippi to debate Kai 
Nielsen, a man who at that time was considered perhaps the leading intel- 
lectual atheist in the world. To be sure, I was somewhat nervous, but my 
nerves did not control me. In fact, the strength to do this was largely devel- 
oped. When I first received Christ in 1968, I was frightened to witness. But 
I did not want to stay in that condition, so around five months after my 
conversion, I made the critical decision to become a courageous, spiritu- 
ally competent witness for Christ. How was I to grow in this way? I was 
greatly helped by reading books on evangelism, but this was inadequate 
in itself. Transformation as a confident, skillful evangelist required me to 
practice witnessing repeatedly until the habit was formed and my char- 
acter changed. If this is true in tennis and other areas of life, why should 
spiritual formation be any different? 

After dedicating myself to the task of evangelism, I followed through 
by first familiarizing myself with a gospel tract, learning to give a brief 
testimony (which I memorized), and so on. I practiced using the tract and 
giving my testimony in front of the mirror repeatedly. Then I repeatedly 
practiced with a Christian brother, and then went witnessing around fifty 
times with a more experienced person. Gradually, I began to do more and 
more in evangelistic situations as my mentor wove me into the process 
gradually. 

It wasn’t long until I started training others how to evangelize; eventu- 
ally, I ventured into the area of giving evangelistic talks in front of groups. 
This new area of training proceeded in the same way as my growth in one- 
on-one evangelism (e.g., I learned a message, gave it in front of a mirror, 
and so forth, all under the direction of a mentor). The rest is, as they say, 
history. By the time I debated the atheist in that auditorium, I had shared 
my faith hundreds of times and boldness had become a habit. 

In light of the importance of spiritual disciplines, I offer two ideas of 
practical application. First, I suggest you read Dallas Willard’s Spirit of the 
Disciplines and focus on cultivating the practice of specific disciplines that 
speak to your current need. I suspect that solitude and silence is a good 
place to start, but the goal is to engage in habitual practices that are tailor- 
made for addressing your own growth issues. Second, brainstorm with 
a friend or spouse some nonclassic disciplines that may be of use to you, 
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such as the habit of driving in the slow lane, of reading for one hour three 
nights a week right after the evening news, of smiling and being warm to 
people even if you don’t feel like it. Remember, the Christian life requires 
habit formation as a central part of transformation, and a spiritual dis- 
cipline is a tool for laying aside bad habits and forming new ones more 
consistent with the nature of God’s Kingdom. 


Cultivating Emotional Sensitivity to the Movement 

within Your Soul 

Since her beginning, one of the greatest contributions and achievements 
of the church is the history, literature, and people at the core of Chris- 
tian spiritual formation. There is simply nothing like this tradition any- 
where else, and the profundity of the development of Christian spirituality 
is unrivaled. Grounded in Scripture, from the Desert Fathers to Henry 
Nouwen and Richard Foster, we have available to us a treasure of deep, rich 
knowledge of the soul and its proper functioning before God. 

Of central concern to this literature is the development of sensitivity 
to the inner affective movements of the soul, and now more than ever 
we need to reacquaint ourselves with this literature and the sensitivity it 
engenders. I say this for two reasons. First, the sociology of at least much 
of the white Evangelical community is one in which our visible leaders 
tend to be obsessive-compulsive, type A males who struggle with being 
split off from their emotions. Our leaders tend to be left-brained in ori- 
entation, with the result that our communities struggle to incorporate a 
right-brain ambiance in which the artistic, creative, affective side of the 
church is given its proper due. 

I don’t understand all the reasons for this sociology, though I suspect 
that two factors are central to it: our fear that emotions are too subjective 
to be of much value and the conviction that spiritually formative literature 
is Catholic, and nothing good can come from Rome. Admittedly, emo- 
tions are terrible masters. But they are wonderful servants, and they are 
an essential part of being human. Moreover, we Evangelicals have much 
in common with our Catholic friends, and central concerns and insights 
about spiritual formation are among them. And let’s not forget that there 
is a rich history of Protestant literature on spiritual formation. 

Second, Evangelicals on the charismatic/Pentecostal side of the family 
all too often develop an addiction to special experiences of the manifest 
presence of God as a substitute for the day-to-day process of cultivating 
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a rich inner life as that process is captured in the church’s formative lit- 
erature. I am not against seeking and hungering for the manifest presence 
of God. Quite the contrary. In the next chapter, I will make clear that the 
Spirit’s overt presence and power are crucial to recapturing the vitality of 
the church. 

But rather than being a both/and, | fear that the hunger for a quick fix, 
coupled with plain old laziness, has created a context of abuse in churches 
that enjoy the manifest presence of God on a regular basis. The miracu- 
lous, manifest presence of God and his power should be seen as a supple- 
ment to the daily, ongoing processes of spiritual formation. These are not 
rivals, and when the latter is set aside and the former is overemphasized, 
a situation is created in which people get stuck in spiritual infancy and 
character development is substantially thwarted. 

It is possible to develop a healthy, ongoing awareness of one’s inner life 
that avoids being unduly introspective on the one hand and out of touch 
emotionally on the other. It is precisely a preoccupation with this sort of 
development that characterizes the great spiritual guides in the church’s 
history. Luke Dysinger notes that “by the end of the fourth century there 
existed a well-established tradition of illustrating Christian spiritual prin- 
ciples through analogies based on the theory and vocabulary of classical 
medicine.”® This literature is replete with detailed descriptions of the dif- 
ferent compartments of the soul, the various movements that take place 
within it, a discernment of those movements, and the formation of the 
fruit of the Spirit within the soul as a means toward growing in the spiri- 
tual life. Great care was given to diagnosing affective movements in the 
soul of the world, the flesh, and the devil as well as the movement of God’s 
Spirit in the inner life. 

Similarly, the writings of Ignatius Loyola (1491 — 1556), especially “Rules 
for the Discernment of Spirits” contained in his Spiritual Exercises, exhibit 
a care, a depth of insight, and a profundity of guidance about the inner life 
that is completely off the radar screen among contemporary Evangelicals. 
We neglect this literature at the cost of our own impoverishment. 

Not only is it possible to develop an inner life with a flourishing emo- 
tionality, it is imperative if we are to be the sort of people required to lead 
dramatic lives for the Lord Jesus. As Dallas Willard reminds us: 


Feelings are a primary blessing and a primary problem for human life. 
We cannot live without them and we can hardly live with them. Hence 
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they are also central for spiritual formation in the Christian tradition. 
In the restoration of the individual to God, feelings too must be reno- 
vated: old ones removed in many cases, or at least thoroughly modified, 
and new ones installed or at least heightened into a new prominence.” 


We need to cultivate the ability to discern the divine, satanic, or psy- 
chological components of our emotionality. We need to learn when we are 
using defensive mechanisms to repress or in some other way refuse to face 
negative emotions of fear, anxiety, anger, and hatred. We need to learn to 
cultivate a background emotional tone of love, peace, and joy that is con- 
fident in God and makes it easy for people to learn that they don’t have to 
be in control of things to be safe. 

There are three things we can do to make progress in this area of the 
Christian life. If we make these three things more central and overt in our 
local churches, we will become a people about whom it can no longer be 
said that we are a mile wide and an inch deep. When the elders and church 
staff establish the church’s core values and engage in yearly goal setting and 
the development of the church’s yearly calendar, these three things need to 
be held before the people as central components of church identity. 

First, important writings in spiritual formation should be studied and 
discussed, and the insights gained should be implemented. If I were going 
to launch out in this area, either for myself or as a leader of a church or 
parachurch ministry, I would invest myself in absorbing four books. First 
on the list is Dallas Willard’s Renovation of the Heart. If I had one book to 
choose, this would be it. You cannot go wrong by developing a life strat- 
egy for cultivating spiritual sensitivity that centers around the ideas in 
this book. Second, Richard Foster’s Celebration of Discipline has earned 
the title of a contemporary classic.!° Third, Henri Nouwen’s The Way of 
the Heart is a must-read.!! When you read it or other things by Nouwen, 
the important thing is not simply the content presented but the feel, the 
texture, the tone of his writings. Nouwen must be read slowly and with the 
heart if you hope to gain from his writings. Finally, I suggest my recent 
book with Klaus Issler, The Lost Virtue of Happiness. Among other things, 
this book offers fresh insight for working through anxiety and depression, 
along with a rich discussion of the importance of friendship and how it is 
best cultivated. 

There are, of course, many books to read in this area, but I suggest 
these because I believe they are at the core of our need. Multiple options 
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can paralyze us, so it is sometimes best to focus on a limited range of 
alternatives so that we don’t freeze. We must be proactive in this area of 
the spiritual life, and by reading, internalizing, and interacting with others 
about these four books, you will be well on the way to progress. 

Second, we must bring to center stage two sorts of trained individuals 
who can help us in this area. There is first no substitute for solid Christian 
therapists and counselors. These people have given their lives to learning 
how to aid folks in the transition from a false to a true self, and they are 
experts regarding the affective movements in the soul. It goes without say- 
ing that one should be wise in the selection of a good Christian therapist. 
Happily, in the last two decades we have witnessed the maturation of Chris- 
tian therapy, and there is a growing number of skilled practitioners who 
have integrated good psychology with biblical teaching. Too often, there is a 
stigma attached to going to a therapist, and my prayer is that we are matur- 
ing past this destructive attitude. Church ministries should do everything 
they can to develop mutually beneficial relationships with the Christian 
therapists in their area, and individual believers should take advantage of 
these dear brothers and sisters as opportunity and need intersect. 

The other sort of trained individuals play a role with which Catholics 
are familiar but which is currently not on the Evangelical radar screen. 
There are indications that this is starting to change, but we still have a ways 
to go. I am speaking of the need for churches to recruit, train, and incor- 
porate spiritual directors into their ministries. A spiritual director seeks 
to focus on a person’s inner life in relationship to God in order to help that 
person identify how God is moving in one’s life or how one’s own inner 
dynamics are affecting one’s relationship with God. A spiritual director is 
not a therapist. Whereas a therapist focuses on identifying, say, the causes 
of depression and finding a way to leave it behind, the spiritual direc- 
tor tries to help someone understand how the experience of depression is 
affecting his or her relationship with God or how God may be moving in 
or in spite of the depression. 

There is little training in spiritual direction in the Evangelical com- 
munity, though the ministry of Renovare is an exception to this rule.!? 
Renovare offers conferences and training materials relevant to spiritual 
direction. Because of this lack, Evangelicals interested in this area fre- 
quently seek training in various Catholic programs. While this training 
can be of great value, two words of caution are in order. First, there is little 
quality control in training in spiritual direction, and if you are trying to 


Renovation of the Soul 159 


find local Catholic venues for such training, you should keep in mind that 
you may enter a program of low quality. Second, there is little theological 
control over Catholic venues. Specifically, this area of training is often 
impacted by liberal thought, pluralistic, watered-down approaches to spir- 
ituality. Moreover, one may have to set aside certain formative teachings, 
such as praying to Mary, that conflict with Scripture. There is no question 
that Evangelicals need to recapture the importance of spiritual direction 
in our lives and ministries, yet we need to be wise and guided by Scripture 
as we seek to grow in this area. 

Third, we need to gain facility in affective meditation in our hearts. We 
are familiar with meditation in our minds, and this is usually what we mean 
when we talk of meditation. So understood, we seek to ponder memorized 
texts, repeat themselves to ourselves, and gain insights throughout our day 
from what they mean. This is a good practice, and we should continue this 
sort of meditation. But because we already know this form of meditation, 
there is also an urgent need to learn meditation in one’s heart. 

Scripture emphasizes the nature and role of the heart in a life of peace, 
hope, and joy. The term “heart” has many uses in Scripture, but its basic 
meaning refers to the deepest core of the person. The heart is the funda- 
mental, sometimes hidden fountain at the deepest recesses and absolute 
center of a person, from which spring one’s more real feelings, one’s most 
authentic thoughts, one’s actual values and take on life. In this sense, it is 
obvious that the heart is the deepest aspect of one’s soul, one’s inner self, 
and it is not to be equated with the organ that pumps blood. 

But because the soul is fully present throughout the body, one’s various 
body parts can actually contain and/or be associated with sinful or holy 
tendencies to act, think, and feel in certain ways. For example, anger can 
reside in the stomach area and actually be felt in that region of the body. 
In my view, it is no accident that the term “heart” is used to represent one’s 
deepest core, for the physical heart area—what C. S. Lewis called “the 
chest” —is the “location” where we actually experience our deepest values, 
feelings, attitudes, and ways of seeing the world. In some mysterious way, 
then, the physical heart area is an important center of meditation if it is to 
flow from and impact our deepest core, our metaphorical “heart.” 

Interestingly, a scientific strand of thought derived from recent discov- 
eries may shed light on biblical teaching about the core of a person and its 
relationship to the heart organ.!> Neuroscientists have discovered that the 
heart has its own independent nervous system referred to as “the brain in 
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the heart.” In a real sense the heart “thinks for itself.” Some forty thousand 
neurons are in the heart, which is as many as are found in a number of 
important subregions of the brain. 

The heart sends signals to different parts of the brain, including the 
amygdala. The amygdala specializes in strong emotional memories and is 
what the soul uses to process information for its emotional significance. 
By influencing the amygdala and other regions of the brain, scientists 
believe that “our heartbeats are not just the mechanical throbs of a dili- 
gent pump, but an intelligent language that significantly influences how we 
perceive and react to the world.”4 Some scientists talk about “heart intel- 
ligence,” an intelligent flow of awareness and insight, an intuitive source 
of wisdom and clear perception that embraces both mental and emotional 
intelligence. 

In biblical terms, the soul is the person, but the soul has two faculties of 
intellectual cognition and intuitive perception, and each is associated with 
a different body part: the brain and the heart, respectively. Thus, the brain 
and the heart work together to shape our thoughts, emotions, moods, and 
attitudes. Given that a person is just one self— not two—with one soul, 
it is obvious that the “I,” the soul, uses both the mind (associated with the 
brain) and the deepest intuitive core (associated with the heart organ) to 
think, see, and feel about the world. 

With this in mind, we should think carefully about Paul’s statement: 
“Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and supplication with 
thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of 
God, which surpasses all comprehension, shall guard your hearts and your 
minds in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 4:6—7, italics added). Both the heart and 
mind areas of the body (the heart organ and the brain) are to be involved 
cooperatively in opening up to God and dispelling anxiety. Among other 
things, we need a strategy for developing a life-enhancing form of medita- 
tion that involves the heart. Consequently, you should consider a two-step 
practice.!> l 

Step 1: Focus the center of your attention on your physical heart muscle. 
Attend to the center of your chest where your heart is and stay there for 
about thirty seconds. The goal is to feel the area around your heart. There 
are two ways to help you in this. First, pretend you are breathing in and out 
of your heart muscle, Second, try to “feel” and attend to the front surface 
of your physical heart, then the back surface, followed by the right and 
then the left side of your heart. When you first learn to practice this medi- 
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tative activity and form it as a habit, you should take as long as necessary 
to focus on the heart area. At this point you may feel little emotion there or 
you may get in touch with a feeling of embarrassment, fear, grief, sadness, 
loneliness, helplessness, hurt, or some other anxiety producer. 

This step is an aid in internalizing Proverbs 3:5: “Trust in the Lorp 
with all your heart, and do not lean on your own understanding.” Rather 
than mulling things over and over again in your mind and trying to solve 
your worries in the head, turn to the core of your inner life, your heart, 
and learn to trust God there. Step 1 is a way to practice not leaning on your 
own understanding. Step 2 is a way of learning to trust God in the heart. 

Step 2: Using the acrostic CFAN, recall a memory emotion associated with 
the relevant memory and let that emotion dwell and dominate the heart area. 
With your attention on your physical heart area, you want to bring a new 
positive emotion, a healthy intuitive awareness to dwell there as a basis 
for meditating in your heart on God and his goodness toward you. To do 
this, you want to meditate on something positive in order to recall a mem- 
ory emotion that is positive. CFAN stands for Compassion, Forgiveness, 
Appreciation, and Nonjudgmentalism. You want to recall a specific occa- 
sion you can picture in which you either gave or received compassion/love, 
forgiveness/removal of guilt feelings, appreciation/joy, and being nonjudg- 
mental/accepting.'® 

The important thing is not to do all four of these, but to pick one area 
that is most effective for you and constantly return there. For example, 
recall a time when you gave real love to God, a friend, or a family member, 
or you received the feeling of love from God or someone important to you. 
Recall a time when you gave appreciation to someone—a special time 
of worship when you really felt God was there or a time when you gave 
heartfelt praise and adoration to someone—or a time when you drank in 
appreciation from a dear friend or from a spectacular answer to prayer or 
an endearing biblical truth. The goal here is not simply to recall the rel- 
evant incident, but more importantly, to have the associated emotion fill 
and remain in your heart area. By habitually practicing this simple two- 
step activity, you can train yourself to meditate in your heart on God and 
his goodness and to center on these emotions throughout your day. 

Two legs of the Kingdom Triangle are in place: the recovery of knowl- 
edge and the renovation of the soul. But a table with only two legs is unsta- 
ble, or, to change metaphors, a threefold cord is not easily broken. Chapter 
7 offers guidance for putting the third leg into place. 
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QUESTIONS FOR PERSONAL REFLECTION OR 
GROUP DISCUSSION 


Spiritual formation begins with who we are and where we are in our 
life stage. The “self” is viewed in American (and much of Western) 
culture as “empty” or is falsely presented to others (pages 141-143). 
Consider ways in which you may present a “false self.” Is it related to 
making the world more safe for you? Is it used to help you be in control 
of situations or relationships, to gain attention, or to be ignored? How 
has this false self deterred you from opening up to a greater experience 
of authentically living as a disciple of Jesus? 


There are four traits of the empty self that undermine authentic spiri- 
tual formation: being inordinately individualistic, infantile, narcissis- 
tic, and passive (pages 142-143). Review each of these traits. Do you 
tend toward one trait or another? Are there true self-forming habits 
that can help you counter the false self-forming habits? 


. The author underscores that “Jesus is the smartest man who ever lived.” 


Ponder Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 16:24-25. How do you think Jesus’ 
invitation (to deny ourselves and follow him) critiques the contem- 
porary notion of happiness as pleasurable satisfaction? How does his 
invitation to life-giving life relate to the claim, “We were created for 
drama, we were meant to live dramatic lives in the thickest world one 
can imagine” (page 145)? 


. What does it mean to live your life in the Kingdom of God? What sorts 


of ideas or images come to mind? Do you have a thick or a thin notion 
of life in the Kingdom of God? According to Matthew 16:24-27, the 
invitation to “self-denial,” “taking up one’s cross,” and “losing your- 
self” are crucial ways that commend themselves to healthy, Kingdom 
life. How are they an anathema to the empty self? How can self-denial 
be hard in one sense and yet an “easy yoke” in another sense? 


. Spiritual disciplines are effective tools that assist in achieving healthy, 


biblically informed self-denial. They permit room for appropriate 
self-interest without being dominated by an obsessive quest for your 
own happiness. Reflect on Romans 12:1 in light of 6:12—13, 19. What 
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stands out to you? What role does the body and its members have for 
spiritual transformation? Now consider the message of these passages 
in light of other Pauline directives found in Colossians 3:5 and 1 Tim- 
othy 4:7—8. Again, what do you notice? 


. Does Paul’s vision of “getting good at life” make sense to you? How 
is it related to character development? Why is this getting good at life 
more than just skill acquisition? 


What parts of your body have good and bad habits or ingrained tenden- 
cies? What must be done in order to develop good habits to replace bad 
ones? What kind of Christian spiritual disciplines facilitate repeated 
bodily transformation in the relevant members of your body? Do you 
have a trustworthy mentor to help you practice righteousness in place 
of unrighteousness? 


. Dallas Willard distinguishes between “disciplines of abstinence” and 
“disciplines of engagement” (pages 153-154). Compare and contrast 
these two categories. Is there one discipline from each category that 
you would like to especially practice? Why? 


Evangelistic training is one example of a “nonclassic” discipline. What 
are other “nonclassic” spiritual disciplines? Be creative, innovative, 
and attentive to your life and the life of those closest to you (e.g., the 
habit of driving in the slow lane, of reading for one hour three nights 
a week of smiling and being warm to people, of giving your eyes an 
internet fast, etc). 


. Neglecting emotional growth is one sure way to be malformed in our 
interior life (pages 156-157). How do you cultivate being emotion- 
ally sensitive to the movement of affection within your soul? What 
is holding you back? What good habits need to be formed in order to 
empower you to be more mindful, attentive, and careful with yourself, 
interiorly? Does your life have a background emotional tone of love, 
peace, and joy that is confident in God and makes it easy for people to 
learn that they don’t have to be in control of things in order to be safe? 
Do you have a mellowness of heart? 


164 


CHARTING A Way Out: THE KINGDOM TRIANGLE 


8. The author presents three important areas where progress in spiritual 
formation can be made for an individual or for a local church (pages 
157-160). 


a. 


The first includes reading, studying, and discussing the writings of 
those well-practiced in this area. Have you read any books by Dal- 
las Willard, Richard Foster, or Henri Nouwen? If not, then over the 
course of your lifetime commit yourself to researching, studying, 
and implementing insights from men like these. 


. The second is to incorporate the gifting and experience of well- 


trained Christian therapists and counselors along with spiritual 
directors into your life and the life of your local church. Have you 


_ ever received counsel from a Christian therapist or a trustworthy 


spiritual director? How did that benefit you? How have you imple- 
mented their advice or direction? 


. The final area is to learn how to effectively gain facility in affec- 


tive meditation. How does such meditation make sense in light of 
Paul’s encouragement to have the peace of God “guard your hearts 
and minds in Christ Jesus”? How have contemporary discoveries in 
neuroscience contributed to this discussion? 


9. The author develops a two-step practice for facilitating affective medi- 
tation in our hearts (pages 160- 161). With Step 1, do you “feel” a little 
emotion where your heart is, or can you get in touch with a feeling of 
embarrassment, fear, grief, sadness, loneliness, helplessness, hurt, or 
some other anxiety producer? With Step 2, can you bring a new posi- 
tive emotion, a healthy intuitive awareness to dwell there as a basis for 
meditating in your heart on God and his goodness toward you? To do 
this, you want to meditate on something positive in order to recall a 
memory emotion that is positive. 


CHAPTER 7 


RESTORATION OF THE KINGDOM’S 
MIRACULOUS POWER 


he Sunday evening service on February 20, 2005, had just ended and 

I wanted to get home. I was frustrated. I had been distracted dur- 
ing the entire service and now had to decide what I was going to do. The 
previous Thursday a virus landed in my chest and throat, and in a period 
of less than three hours I went from being normal to having the worst 
case of laryngitis in the thirty-five years since college. On Friday I went 
to our walk-in clinic and received the bad news. The doctor warned that 
this virus was going around, she had seen several cases of it in the last few 
weeks, and there was nothing that could be done about it. I just had to wait 
it out. The laryngitis would last seven to ten days. 

This couldn't be, I whispered to her. My main day of teaching at the 
university was Monday, and I was looking at a full day of lecturing. I 
couldn't afford to cancel classes because I had already missed my limit of 
canceled classes for that semester. To make matters worse, I was scheduled 
to deliver a three-hour lecture at a nearby church that Tuesday evening, 
and I didn’t want to let the church down. 

It made no difference. The doctor said I wasn’t going to be able to speak 
either day, so I had to make other plans. My throat felt as if it had broken 
glass in it, and I was reduced to whispering. On Sunday evening I whispered 
a few greetings to various church friends; I tried to speak normally, but it 
hurt too much. After the service I had to get home, try to contact our depart- 
ment secretary that night (I didn’t have her home phone number), and can- 
cel my classes for Monday. I could cancel with the church the next day. 

As I was walking out of the sanctuary, two lay elders intercepted me. 
“Hey, J. P.,” one yelled, “you can’t leave yet. Hope (my wife) just told us you 
have laryngitis, and we can’t let you get outta here without loving on you a 
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bit and praying for your throat!” So one elder laid hands on my shoulders 
and the other placed his hand on my lower throat area and started praying. 

To be honest, I wasn’t listening to a word they said. I had already left 
the church emotionally and wanted to get home to make my phone call. 
But something happened. As the two men prayed gently for me, I began 
to feel heat pour into my throat and chest from one elder’s hand. After two 
or three minutes of prayer, I was completely and irreversibly healed! I started 
talking to the brothers normally with no pain, no effort, no trace that 
anything had been wrong. I never had to make that call to my secretary. 
The laryngitis never returned. 

This may sound like a small thing to you, and in a sense it is. Laryngitis 
is not at the level of being blind, lame, or terminally ill with cancer. As you 
will discover in the pages to follow, we have seen all these maladies healed 
through prayer in the last few months, and we have seen with our own 
eyes and heard eyewitness testimony of much, much more. But in another 
sense, the healing of my laryngitis is a big deal indeed. For one thing, it’s 
big because the wonderful, tender, Triune God actually cares about the 
“little” things of life. Life is basically made of a series of “little” things, and 
our dear Lord Jesus walks with us in all things big and small. 

But there’s something else looming in the shadows of my healed throat, 
and it is so wonderful, so powerful, so real, that nothing can contain or 
stop it. According to every credible statistic available, it is bursting forth 
at a breathtaking rate all over the world. If we Western Christians want to 
be a part of it, we will discover in a fresh, new way that it is a main part of 
the solution for the crisis of our age. 


WHAT IN THE WORLD Is GOING ON WITH THE 
SPREAD OF THE KINGDOM OF Gop? 


In his 2002 book entitled The Next Christendom: The Coming of Global 
Christianity, Philip Jenkins, Distinguished Professor of History at Penn 
State, notes that the most significant changes in the world during the last 
portion of the twentieth century were not secular trends like fascism, 
communism, feminism, or environmentalism.! Rather, “it is precisely 
religious changes that are the most significant, and even the most revo- 
lutionary, in the contemporary world.... We are currently living through 
one of the transforming movements in the history of religion worldwide.”? 
The church is exploding at unprecedented rates in the so-called Third 
World. 
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Jenkins is not alone in this assessment, and it has become evident to all 
who know the facts that in the last fifty years or so, and especially since 1980, 
there is religious revival breaking out all over the world. The best-kept secret 
of the era is the explosion of the Kingdom of God and a harvest of converts 
and disciples greater than anything the world has ever seen. In fact, the single 
most explosive movement of any kind— political, military, whatever —is the 
spread of the gospel and the advance of the Kingdom in the last fifty years. 

Consider the following: Some estimate that in 1970, there were around 
71,000,000 born-again Christians with a vision to reach out to the entire 
world for Christ. By 2000, there were 707,000,000, roughly 11 percent of 
the earth’s population! Up until 1960, Western Evangelicals outnumbered 
non-Western Evangelicals by two to one, but by 2000 non-Westerners 
(mostly Latinos, Africans, and Asians) lead by four to one, and the figure 
will be seven to one by 2010. Today more missionaries are sent from non- 
Western than Western nations. At a church planting congress in 1998, 
representatives from Latin American countries set a staggering goal of 
planting 500,000 new churches by 2010 and— get this— progress up to 
2005 indicates that the target will be reached! In fact, five nations have 
already reached their target goals and have set new ones! 

If things continue this way for the next twenty years, a transformation of 
epic proportions will characterize the global scene. Keep in mind that these 
numbers do not just represent nominal converts. There is a transformation 
of social, cultural, religious, and even economic conditions that often accom- 
pany these conversions.* While we should never rest on today’s laurels, we 
should be absolutely thrilled at the revivals breaking out today all over the 
world. Something is afoot, and we need to take note of it and learn from it. 

But therein lies the rub for many of us Western believers. To see why, 
consider the following parable recorded by Jenkins: 


Imagin{e] a brilliant African student going off to a European 
seminary. Here he “learns German, French, Greek, Latin, Hebrew, in 
addition to English, church history, systematics, homiletics, exegesis 
and pastoralia.” He reads all the great European Bible critics, such as 
Rudolf Bultmann. Returning home to his native village, the student is 
welcomed joyfully by his extended family but, suddenly, his sister falls 
dangerously ill. With his Western training, he knows that her illness 
requires scientific medicine, but everyone present knows with equal 
certainty that the girl is troubled by the spirit of her dead great-aunt. 
Since this fine student has so much theological training, the family 
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knows that it is obviously up to him to cure her. The debate between 
the student and his family rages until the people shout “Help your sis- 
ter, she is possessed.” He shouts back, “But Bultmann has demytholo- 
gized demon possession!” The family is not impressed.’ 


A major factor in the current revival in the Third World—by some esti- 
mates, up to 70 percent of it—is intimately connected to signs and wonders 
as expressions of the love of the Christian Father-God, the lordship of his 
Son, and the power of his Spirit and his Kingdom. A manifestation of the 
supernatural power of God through healings, demonic deliverances, and 
the prophetic are central to what is going on today. Jenkins goes so far as to 
say that for Third World Christians and the explosive growth of the church 
in their communities, the heart of the matter is “the critical idea that God 
intervenes daily in everyday life,” an intervention that is an expression of 
the power of God’s Kingdom.° 

Just two weeks prior to my writing this, The Washington Times featured 
a story on the explosion of Christianity in China.’ According to the arti- 
cle, the underground church alone contains at least 100,000,000 believers 
compared to 70,000,000 members of the Communist Party. Christianity 
is a social revolution of staggering proportions. 

Why is Christianity growing like this? Here’s the answer given in the 
article: “One of the driving forces of Christianity’s growth in China has 
been its association with healing powers, particularly in rural areas where 
basic health services are lacking.” To illustrate this, the article cites the 
case of ayoung woman who had contracted a virus doctors had never seen 
before. She was on a ventilator and everyone had lost hope for her recovery. 
But following prayer, she was healed and fully recovered. As a result, “now 
her family follows Christ, too.” 

In 1996, while Thai missionary Lun Poobuanak was conducting a Sun- 
day service for a small band of Christians in a predominantly Buddhist vil- 
lage in Kalasin province, he was interrupted by the village leader. The leader 
shouted to Lun that because the monsoon rains had not come, their crops 
were almost ruined, and that if he would ask his God for rain that month, 
if he answered, all 134 families in the village would become Christians. The 
believers prayed and fasted for three days. On the fourth day, a cloudburst 
came that solved the problem, and all 134 families became Christians.’ 

Consider this report from Paul Eshleman, director of Campus Cru- 
sade’s Jesus film project, in April, 1997:? 
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In the state of Bihar, India, there is a notoriously anti-Christian 
tribe called the Malto. When a crew with Campus Crusade’s Jesus film 
attempted to schedule a showing there in 1998, they were strongly 
rebuffed. A few days later, a 16-year-old Malto girl died. But that eve- 
ning, just as her parents were about to bury her, she came back to life. 
As an awed crowd gathered around her, she told them that the God of 
the film crew had sent her back for several days “to tell as many people 
as I can that He is real.” The girl and her mother went searching, and 
the next day, they found the crew in a nearby village and invited them 
back for a showing. For seven days she told her story in every village 
they could get to, drawing large crowds for the film. Hundreds of 
people became Christians and started churches. After seven days the 
girl still looked fine, but she collapsed and died once again. 


Because we Western Christians have absorbed more of a secular world- 
view than we may like to admit, we may find these stories hard to believe. 
Christian anthropologist Charles Kraft observes: 


In comparison to other societies, Americans and other North 
Atlantic peoples are naturalistic. Non-Western peoples are frequently 
concerned about the activities of supernatural beings. Though many 
Westerners retain a vague belief in God, most deny that other super- 
natural beings even exist. The wide-ranging supernaturalism of most 
of the societies of the world is absent for most of our people.... Our 
focus is on the natural world, with little or no attention paid to the 
supernatural world.!° 


Kraft goes on: 


In the present day, Evangelicals tend to believe that God has stopped 
talking and doing the incredible things we read about in scripture. 
Now we see God limiting himself to working through the Bible ... 
plus an occasional contemporary “interference” in the natural course 
of events. What we usually call a miracle—the power God used to 
manifest in healing —has been largely replaced by secular medicine. 
The speaking he used to do now comes indirectly through rationalistic 
reasoning in books, lectures, and sermons— similar to the process 
used by secular scientists.!! 


Kraft may be overstating matters to make a point, but the truth is that 
his claims are too close to home for American Evangelicals to dismiss 
them as extreme. I fear Kraft’s assertions largely characterized my own 
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Christian journey until a few years ago when I began looking into, hear- 
ing firsthand, and even experiencing things of this sort myself. Recently, 
I talked to a missionary couple working in Nepal, one of the hardest Bud- 
dhist areas in the world to evangelize. They related to me that they had 
recently led a poor Buddhist woman to Christ. Shortly thereafter, her main 
source of economic hope, a little calf, took deathly ill and lay listlessly in a 
field near her little shack for a day and a half. Being a new Christian who 
was just becoming familiar with the miracles of Jesus in the gospels, she 
gathered several of her Buddhist friends around the calf and announced 
that she was going to ask Jesus to heal it. He did! Instantly the calf arose in 
full health and her Buddhist friends became Christians. 

As I write this, just a few months ago I was talking to an American 
teacher in Brazil with the Association of Christian Schools International. 
He told me that two of his missionary friends had recently been called into 
a village to pray for a desperately sick little boy with a softball-sized hernia 
protruding from his abdomen. They laid hands on the boy and prayed, 
and before their very eyes, the hernia disappeared and the boy was healed. 
This event was not tied to evangelism. It was just an act of God’s love for 
a family in need. 

Recently at church I met a missionary to the Congo who was home on 
furlough. He told me that he and others have seen numerous miraculous 
healings in recent months, as well as supernatural prophetic words of great 
help to the local believers. He also testified to seeing demonic deliverances 
in significant numbers. As I write this, three days ago I had lunch with 
a world-renowned American New Testament scholar. He had just taught a 
course for around twenty missionaries, and he heard story after story of the 
supernatural power of the Kingdom from these missionaries. One man told 
him that in several years, every one of the many conversions to Christ he 
had witnessed came by way of the Lord speaking or appearing to the person 
in a dream or vision. 

Just a few weeks ago I had an amazing conversation with Nathan, one 
of my philosophy graduate students. Before coming to Biola University, 
Nathan and a friend were on the Long Beach State debate team and were 
ranked fifth in the country, having beaten Harvard and other top schools 
in debate competitions. Needless to say, Nathan is a very rational person 
not prone to being gullible. Nathan relayed that when he was thirteen, he 
was diagnosed with GERDS (Gastroesophageal Reflux Disease), in which 
the valve between his esophagus and stomach did not work properly. He 
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would wake up at night not being able to breath because of the stomach acid 
gathering in his chest and the severe pain that followed. Nathan developed 
insomnia—he had to sleep sitting up and did not sleep through the night 
for nine years. In 2002, Nathan got married and his wife made him go to a 
doctor to investigate surgery. When he did, he was told that he would need 
a series of five surgeries and would be on medication the rest of his life. 

The next day, Nathan and his wife attended a small group Bible study 
at which a missionary couple from Thailand was going to share about their 
ministry overseas, a ministry that included miraculous healings. No one at 
the Bible study knew of Nathan’s illness. While there, something shocking 
happened to him. In Nathan’s own words, “During the Bible study, out of the 
blue, the speaker stopped praying for another person, turned and said, ‘Some- 
one in the room is suffering from Gastroesophageal Reflux disease.’ This 
man had never met me nor could he have known the disease name.” 

Nathan went on to say that the missionary described a painful event 
that had happened between the person with GERDS (Nathan had not yet 
identified himself as the person) and his father when he was diagnosed 
with the disease as a young boy (all details of which were unknown to 
anyone, including Nathan’s wife, and were accurately described). Nathan 
identified himself as the person with GERDS, the missionary laid hands 
on him and prayed for his healing, and he was instantly and completely 
healed! From that night until the present (about three full years), Nathan 
has never had an incident, he has slept through every night since that Bible 
study, and the doctor cleared Nathan shortly thereafter of the diagnosis. 
Skeptics who say Christianity is superstition and that miracles don’t hap- 
pen have not looked sincerely for their presence. 

I could repeat such stories over and over again, but enough has been 
said to make an important point. As Jim Rutz notes, “Since about the mid- 
1980s, a tide of miracles has begun to engulf the entire planet. As time 
goes on, miracles are multiplying like loaves and fishes.”!* Jenkins notes 
that Third World churches “are quite at home with biblical notions of the 
supernatural, with ideas like dreams and prophecy.”!? I would add, “and 
ideas like healing and demonic deliverance.” 

It may well be that the explosion of such phenomena is of recent vin- 
tage, but even if this is true, it would be wrong to think that miraculous 
manifestations of the Kingdom’s power have not been part of the church’s 
life ever since her inception, especially during the first four centuries. 
Michael Green makes a crucial observation in this regard. Though he 
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begins by speaking of the early church’s emphasis on the power of the 
Spirit in its mission, he draws a penetrating and urgent mandate for the 
contemporary Western church: 


In particular, the Spirit was valued for two great reasons. He it was 
who so worked within the lives of the Christians individually and the 
Church corporately that they began to be conformed more and more 
to the character of Jesus. And it was the Spirit who gave his follow- 
ers remarkable spiritual gifts. Prophecy, tongues (and interpretation), 
healing and exorcism were the most prominent in apostolic and sub- 
apostolic days alike. People did not merely hear the gospel; they saw it 
in action, and were moved to respond. The Western Church has grown 
too dependent on words, and not nearly dependent enough on the 
power of the Holy Spirit. The Enlightenment induced much embar- 
rassment about divine activity in today’s world, and this tendency has 
outlived the demise of the Enlightenment. Instead of being a commu- 
nity demonstrating the Lord’s power, we have become one which talks 
incessantly. We need to remember that “the kingdom of God is not 
talk, but power.” Where churches have regained dependence on God’s 
Spirit, where they have believed that God is active among his people 
today, where they have prayerfully asked him to give them not only 
qualities of character but spiritual power, then those same gifts which 
we see in the New Testament have appeared today. By far the fastest 
growing Christian communion in the world is the Pentecostal. They 
have some weaknesses, to be sure, but they expect to see God at work 
among them. They expect to see healing. They experience God speak- 
ing through them in prophetic clarity that is hard to decry. And they 
find that when they come against spiritual forces which hold men and 
women in bondage, these are cast out by God’s Spirit and the result is 
a new liberation; indeed, what the New Testament calls a new creation. 
It has long been fashionable for us to dismiss these gifts as unnecessary 
or unattainable today. We would be unwise to do so. They are part of 
God’s equipping of his church for Evangelism." 


However unwise, we Evangelicals are often too quick to dismiss heal- 
ing, demonic deliverance, miracles, and prophetic words of knowledge and 
wisdom. Fortunately, there has been a growing consensus among Evangeli- 
cal New Testament scholars that certain biblical themes provide a mandate 
for the Spirit’s miraculous power that makes such a dismissal unnecessary 
and unbiblical. 
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THREE LINES OF NEw TESTAMENT EVIDENCE IN 
SUPPORT OF MIRACULOUS MINISTRY 


The Gospel of the Kingdom of God 


While justification by faith is essential to any understanding of the gospel, 
in the last forty years there has been a recovery of a broader gospel that Jesus 
and his apostles preached, a gospel within which justification is embedded: 
“Jesus was going throughout all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and 
proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom, and healing every kind of disease 
and every kind of sickness among the people” (Matt. 4:23). If one compares 
the Great Commission (28:18—20) with Jesus’ words in 24:14 (“This gospel 
of the kingdom shall be preached in the whole world as a testimony to all 
the nations, and then the end will come”), it is clear that proclamation and 
extending the influence of the Kingdom is the church’s primary mandate. 

Indeed, the book of Acts makes clear that the activity of the early church 
centered on proclaiming and extending the Kingdom, with justification 
by faith at the core of their agenda (cf. Acts 8:12; 19:8; 20:25; 28:30-31). 
Though I believe that there is a unique form of God’s Kingdom that will 
be manifested in the future, the Kingdom is here now, and learning to live 
according to its nature and from its power and to proclaim and extend that 
Kingdom is our primary business. 

The Kingdom of God is primarily the reign, rule, or authority of God 
himself; secondarily, it is the realm in which that rule is directly exer- 
cised, consisting largely in the laws governing the natural world and, more 
importantly, the individual and collective hearts of those who have bowed 
to God’s rule.!> The gospel of the Kingdom is the idea that the direct rule 
of God is now available to all in and through Jesus Christ, and that one 
may live from the power of that rule in the realm of the Kingdom. 

Among other things, the concept of the Kingdom brings to center 
stage the supernatural power of God over disease, death, and the king- 
dom of darkness. As we saw above, Jesus’ proclamation of the Kingdom 
was accompanied by a manifestation of miraculous power as an accurate 
expression of the nature of that Kingdom and as an extension of its rule 
and victory over Satan’s kingdom. Paul flatly states that “the kingdom of 
God does not consist in words but in power” (1 Cor. 4:20). An important 
arena in which this power is manifested is in healing, demonic deliverance, 
and divine interaction through dreams, visions, words of knowledge/wis- 
dom, and prophetic utterances. 
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A faculty colleague of mine who teaches in the School of Intercultural 
Studies at Biola University assigns summer internships to his doctoral stu- 
dents in which they go to various places around the globe and interview 
pastors and other Christian leaders about the impact of their ministries. I 
have read some of their reports, and it is clear that the power of the King- 
dom of God over disease and the devil and supernatural revelation are at 
the core of the expansion of the church in the Third World.'® 


Jesus’ Ministry and the Holy Spirit 

When I was saved in the late 1960s, I was taught that Jesus’ miracles proved 
he was God because he did them from his divine nature. It has become 
clear to me, however, that this was wrong, for Jesus’ public ministry was 
done as he, a perfect man, did what he saw his Father doing in dependence 
on the filling of the Holy Spirit. Thomas Oden notes: 


Asa man, Jesus walked day by day in radical dependence upon God 
the Spirit, prayed, and spoke by the power of the Spirit. In portray- 
ing Jesus as constantly dependent upon the Spirit, the Gospels were 
not challenging or questioning his deity or divine Sonship. Rather, 
as eternal Son the theandric person already was truly God, while as 
a man, Jesus was truly human, bone of our bone, flesh of our flesh, 
seed of Abraham, whose humanity was continually replenished by the 
Spirit (Luke 4:14; Heb. 2:14-17). He did not walk or speak by his own 
independent human power, but by the power of the Spirit. Every gift 
requisite to the Son’s mission was provided by the Spirit.” 


The implications of this understanding of Jesus’ ministry are remark- 
able: “Jesus is living proof of how those who are his followers may exceed 
the limitations of their humanness in order that they, like him, might 
carry to completion against all odds their God-given mission in life— by 
the Holy Spirit.”!* It is becoming clear that when Jesus said that “greater 
works than these he [i.e., the one who believes in Jesus} will do, because I 
go to the Father” (John 14:12), he meant it in the ordinary way these words 
would be interpreted. ; 

In imitation of Jesus’ ministry, the church is invited to exercise the 
miraculous power of the Spirit in the service of the Kingdom. In an inter- 
view about his book Jesus the Miracle Worker with InterVarsity Press editor 
Dan Reid, New Testament scholar Graham Twelftree acknowledged that 
at the beginning of his research regarding the credibility and centrality of 
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miracles to Jesus’ life and mission, he was skeptical of what he would find. 
However, to his surprise, Twelftree discovered that not only are the miracle 
stories credible, but they play a much more central role in displaying the 
presence of the Kingdom of God in Jesus’ ministry than he had previously 
imagined. Twelftree then calls for a revolution in our understanding of 
contemporary ministry: 


It seems to me that nothing less than a revolution will need to take 
place in our understanding of what constitutes a Christianity that pro- 
poses to be on a trajectory with or that is faithful to what is disclosed 
about Jesus in the Gospels. What I mean is that what is now seen as 
Christianity, at least in Western traditional churches, as primarily 
words and propositions to which we are expected to give assent and 
then further propagate will surely have to be replaced by a Christian- 
ity that involves and— I would go so far as to say—is dominated by 
understanding God’s numinous power not only to be born uniquely 
in Jesus but also expected and experienced in his followers in the per- 
forming of miracles, certainly a lot more frequently than is presently 
reported. Put simply, Christian ministry that is faithful to the per- 
spective of Jesus and the Gospels will be a show and tell activity that 
involves not [merely] the news that God was reconciling us to himself 
in what Jesus said and did in the Easter event but that reconciliation is 
God’s being powerfully present to forgive, heal, win over the demonic 
and deliver from danger so that he can have an intimate and whole 
relationship with his people.!? 


The Abandonment of Cessationism 


Cessationism is the idea that the miraculous gifts of the Spirit, such as 
prophecy, healing, miracles, and tongues (see 1 Cor. 12:8-10; 13:8-10), 
ceased with the death of the apostles and, thus, are no longer available 
today. Fewer and fewer Christian scholars hold to cessationism, and it 
may fairly be called an increasingly marginalized viewpoint. This shift in 
scholarly opinion has been partly responsible for the renewal of miracu- 
lous ministry in the Western church (non-Western Christians are almost 
never cessationist in orientation). 

If you are a cessationist, please do not misunderstand my point. I was 
trained in a cessationist seminary and have great respect and love for my 
cessationist friends. Cessationists have tirelessly and faithfully called the 
church back to the Bible as the final authority for ministry and practice. 
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The church owes their cessationist brothers and sisters an incredible debt 
for this, even if not for their cessationist conclusions. 

Moreover, the simple fact that cessationism is an increasingly minority 
position does not prove it is wrong. However, this observation is of limited 
value. If a viewpoint is an increasingly minority position among learned 
tolk and yet one continues to accept that viewpoint, one needs to be able to 
explain why it is losing favor in such a way that one can continue to accept 
the position with intellectual integrity. For example, if one can show that 
for historical, sociological, or spiritual reasons, people have a vested inter- 
est in retaining a majority viewpoint even though it is false and, perhaps, 
less rational than the marginalized position, then this carries weight. 

Precisely this strategy is what critics of evolution use in arguing that, 
while in the minority, Intelligent Design and various creationist theories 
are better justified than evolutionary alternatives. But this strategy is a 
hard sell regarding the waning of cessationism. Indeed, a growing number 
of noncessationists have come from cessationist camps, and they have a 
solid understanding of the case for cessationism. Moreover, it is hard to 
find sociological, historical, or spiritual reasons that adequately explain 
the growing and widespread acceptance of noncessationism among Evan- 
gelical scholars and pastors. 

Because of this, I urge my cessationist brothers and sisters to reconsider 
their viewpoint. At the very least, the direction of Evangelical thought on 
these matters should cause cessationists to lower the degree of strength 
they take themselves to have regarding the truth of their position. In other 
words, even if one continues to assert cessationism, one should be far less 
confident that it is true than was possible, say, forty years ago. This means 
that the harshness and rigidity that sometimes characterized cessationist 
advocates should be tempered, not merely because all of us need to dialog 
about our differences in a gracious manner, but because it may well be 
intellectually irresponsible to embody the sort of certainty with respect to 
cessationism that sometimes fuels such harshness and rigidity. 

Even if you remain a solidly convinced cessationist, however, there 
is still plenty of room in your theology to increase your passion for and 
expectation of the supernatural, miraculous aspect of new covenant life 
and ministry. To illustrate, a well-known cessationist professor told me 
that a few years ago she went through a period of several months in which 
she grappled with an important decision to no avail. Knowing that she had 
to decide the matter on Monday, she went into the weekend a bit frustrated 
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with what she perceived as the Lord’s lack of concern to provide guid- 
ance on this crucial matter. On Sunday, as she was leaving church, a fel- 
low parishioner with whom she was modestly acquainted approached her 
somewhat sheepishly and said, “I don’t know you very well, but you are 
grappling with making a decision about such and such, aren’t you? Well, I 
almost never dream, but last night [ had a vivid dream about you and your 
decision, and I have to tell you what I saw.” 

This professor went on to tell me that the woman described in incred- 
ible detail the nature of the decision, the options, and the direction she 
saw in the dream. Keep in mind that no one knew about the professor’s 
decision. The event was simply supernatural, and while she responsibly 
weighed it with her own sense of God’s leading, it played an important role 
in giving her direction. She finished our conversation with this remark: 
“I don’t believe in gifts of healing, prophecy, and so forth, but I believe 
that God still heals, speaks in various ways, and performs miracles. The 
only difference between me and noncessationists is that they expect these 
things to happen more than I do, and I want to grow in my experience of 
God’s supernatural Kingdom.” 

In a recently published ground-breaking book, cessationist scholars 
Daniel Wallace and M. James Sawyer bring together a team of writers to 
rethink the role of the Holy Spirit within that tradition.”° Partly seeking 
to correct the sterility in that tradition, Wallace and Sawyer identify their 
view as pneumatic Christianity and argue that traditional cessationism is 
reductionistic and reactionary regarding charismatic, Pentecostal, and 
Third Wave excesses with respect to the Spirit, and that cessationism is too 
often rooted in a desire to be in control—a desire particularly attractive 
to that branch of the church largely lead by white, obsessive-compulsive 
males. The Holy Spirit did not die in the first century even if certain gifts 
did, they note, and cessationists need to allow for a greater role for the 
Spirit in guiding believers, in fostering an experiential relationship with 
God, and in healing and performing miracles. Their book is an encourag- 
ing sign that even among cessationists, there is much room for growth in 
Spirit-empowered Kingdom works. 


FOUR SUBGROUPS IN THE CHRISTIAN 
COMMUNITY 


While labels can be misleading and even demeaning, they can be helpful if 
employed with the right spirit and with allowances for nonrigid application. 
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Statements like “All Democrats or Republicans think thus and so” are usu- 
ally wrong, but it is still the case that tendencies can be observed among 
Democrats and Republicans, and knowing such tendencies can be useful 
for a number of purposes. In an important book edited by Wayne Grudem, 
four positions are identified regarding miraculous gifts; in my judgment, 
Grudem’s identification of these viewpoints is both accurate and helpful 
for facilitating understanding and unity among Jesus’ apprentices.”! Here 


they are: 


cessationist: there are no miraculous gifts today; gifts such as proph- 
ecy, healings, and tongues ceased with the death of the apostles 
because their function of establishing the church was complete. 
open but cautious: cessationist arguments fail; miraculous gifts are, 
indeed, possible today, but the teachings and practices associated with 
the current use of such gifts are unimpressive, frequently character- 
ized by abuses, and not important for evangelism and discipleship 
compared to Bible study, obedience, and allegedly more traditional 
forms of spiritual growth. 

Third Wave: all Christians are baptized by the Holy Spirit at conver- 
sion, subsequent fillings and anointings of the Spirit are achieved 
through yielding and faith; while the gift of tongues is for today, 
tongues is not emphasized nor is it seen as evidence of the Spirit’s 
filling; miraculous gifts, especially those associated with healing, 
deliverance, and words of knowledge and prophecy, are important 
for the life of the church. 

Pentecostal/charismatic: while these two groups are different in some 
ways, they may be collectively understood as accepting the current 
availability of the miraculous gifts; they often hold to a baptism of 
the Holy Spirit subsequent to salvation and evidenced by speaking in 
tongues, and if they do not embrace such a second baptism, there is, 
in any case, greater emphasis on speaking in tongues than advocated 
by Third Wave believers. 


Grudem lays out areas of agreement and disagreement among these 
four groups.” 


areas of agreement: commitment to Scripture, fellowship, experienc- 
ing a personal relationship with God, and a measure of agreement on 
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some details about miracles and the work of the Spirit, including the 
idea that God does heal and work miracles today, God guides believ- 
ers, the Holy Spirit empowers us for life and ministry, and the Spirit 
speaks to people today by bringing the words of Scripture to mind in 
a time of need, by giving us insight into the application of Scripture, 
by influencing our feelings and emotions, and by giving us specific 
information about real life situations that we did not acquire through 
ordinary means 

areas of disagreement: degree of expectation for seeing the Spirit work 
in miraculous ways, degree to which we should encourage people to 
seek miraculous works today, the extent to which we see church life 
in the New Testament as a pattern to seek to imitate today, and the 
degree to which “space” is provided during services for the miracu- 
lous work of the Spirit as understood in the context of our discussion 
to take place”? 


I believe we can achieve greater unity among these four groups than 
ever before, and I also believe the time is ripe for all of us, regardless of our 
position on the spectrum, to seek with greater intensity to believe God for 
more of his supernatural, miraculous power in and through our lives and 
ministries. When you look carefully at the areas of disagreement among 
us, it becomes obvious that much of it, though admittedly not all, turns 
on the degree to which healing, deliverance, and divine speaking outside 
scriptural exegesis is expected and practiced. I am going to provide a chal- 
lenge to all of us to increase our intensity in these areas shortly, but three 
preliminaries should be put on the table before I do this. 

First, I suggest that you look at these four views as overlapping seg- 
ments on a continuum and that you try to locate where you and your 
church are on that continuum. 

Second, we can all seek to live more explicitly supernatural lives with- 
out denying where we are on this continuum and while remaining respect- 
ful of those at different places. By using “explicitly supernatural lives” in 
connection with healing, deliverance, and learning to hear God speaking 
today, I do not mean to communicate that conversion and sanctification 
are not supernatural. I limit my focus because we all agree on that point. 

Iam a bit uncomfortable making the third point because it can appear 
to be negative and critical. I do not intend it that way. The facts are that 
we are in a dramatic conflict with the world, the flesh, and the devil that 
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is raging out of control today, and God’s Kingdom is exploding in unprec- 
edented ways around the world. This is not about you or me, and we all 
need to hear admonishment from each other because the stakes are high. 
That said, as my third point I want to get some ideas on the table for those 
at each end of the spectrum. 

Let me begin with a word to my cessationist friends. As already stated, 
I was raised a cessationist and attended a cessationist seminary. I planted 
two “open but cautious” churches, pastored in two others, attended them 
for thirty years, and have spoken in around three hundred churches from 
these two groups in thirty-five years. Your emphasis on Scripture and the- 
ology is critically needed today, and I urge you to continue to champion 
these themes and the life of the mind as essential to discipleship. But fre- 
quently, you are too cautious and too concerned about “being in control” 
to allow things to get messy and to take risks where you may look foolish if 
God’s manifest presence does not show up. Too often, there is a rigid, con- 
trolling, fearful spirit among you. Too often, you are defensive and stuck 
in tradition for its own sake. There is too little power in your churches, 
too little extravagant worship in which your people pour out their hearts 
to God on Sunday. Too much of your church’s accomplishments can be 
explained without there needing to be a God to explain them. Things are 
too predictable and too, well, American. 

I know whereof I speak. I have been in these churches for thirty-five 
years, I love this branch of the church dearly, and for this reason I want 
your churches to lose their sterility. I believe you are going to have to 
be more passionate and intentional in seeking facility with supernatu- 
ral ministry. I urge you to read with an open mind and a hungry heart 
Sam Storms’ Convergence: Spiritual Journeys of a Charismatic Calvinist.*4 
Storms does a masterful job of combining a theologically sophisticated, 
biblically grounded approach to life with a warm-hearted, supernatural, 
experientially rich relationship to God’s Spirit and Kingdom power. 

Now a word to those on the more Pentecostal/charismatic end of the 
spectrum. I attend a Third Wave church, and I have spoken in several 
churches at this end of the spectrum. In my view, you have led the way 
in Spirit-filled worship, you have brought healing, deliverance, and the 
prophetic back to the Evangelical community, and your message is domi- 
nating the missionary spread of the gospel worldwide. But you need to 
be careful about two things. First, you are too anti-intellectual. If I hear 
another Third Wave or Pentecostal/charismatic speaker say “God offends 
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the mind to reveal the heart,” I think I'll scream. In context, the remark 
is true enough, but why don’t we also hear you say that God offends the 
heart to reveal the mind. I fear that this statement is often an excuse for 
intellectual laziness. 

As “signs and wonders” continue to increase worldwide, there will be 
satanic counterfeits, and it may well be that the caution and biblical fidel- 
ity emphasized by those at the Word end of the spectrum will become 
more important than ever. I urge you to read Rick Nafiez’s Full Gospel, 
Fractured Minds?” —a book that specifically addresses Pentecostals/char- 
ismatics and calls you to recapture the life of the mind in a way distinctive 
to your community. 

Second, I see too many of your people addicted to seeking experiences 
of the prophetic, the Spirit’s power, and so forth as a substitute for the day- 
in and day-out processes of faithful discipleship and spiritual formation. 
I don’t know what it means to know and love someone, including God, if 
that does not include experiences of the other person and an interactive 
relationship with them. I don’t know what the fruit of the Spirit means if 
it does not include experiences of love, joy, peace, and so forth. Experi- 
ences are crucial to the Christian life. But one can become so focused 
on and addicted to them that one’s strategy for sanctification centers on 
constant refillings of power, anointings of the Spirit, reception of words of 
knowledge/wisdom that one becomes bored with less “dramatic,” faithful 
processes of spiritual growth. It should be a “both/and,” but too often in 
your circles, Christian counseling, the life of the mind, study, memorizing 
Scripture, and other such things are not given their due. You are not care- 
ful enough in expecting providers of words of knowledge and their kin to 
provide credentials for why people should believe them. Absent such care, 
these words can harm people or become so commonplace that no one 
listens to them anymore.”° 

I want these remarks to help spark constructive growth and vitality in 
you and your church. I don’t want them to sound self-righteous and fall on 
deaf ears accordingly. I need admonishment and help as much as the next 
person, as my wife never tires of reminding me! 

Here’s an idea: Why not gather with others in your church that share 
your location on the spectrum and ask together what you can learn from 
those who admonish you from other positions on the spectrum. In what 
follows, my focus will be on facilitating supernatural ministry, so I will 
center my advice on growing in the use of the supernatural, not on abuses 
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sometimes associated with healing, deliverance, and the prophetic. I am 
painfully aware of those abuses, but I think the need is sufficiently great 
for North American Christians to join their brothers and sisters worldwide 
in engaging in the supernatural works of God’s Spirit and Kingdom, that 
such an emphasis is warranted. 


BECOMING NATURALLY SUPERNATURAL 


While I still have much to learn about the Kingdom’s supernatural power, 
I have changed dramatically in recent years regarding what I have seen, 
heard, and done. I began as a cessationist, lived for years as an open but 
cautious Evangelical, and would now be considered a Third Wave Evan- 
gelical. Next to the early years after my conversion in 1968, this period 
of growth has been the most moving, wonderful, impact-full time in my 
thirty-seven years of being a Christian. If you hunger as I do to become 
more “naturally supernatural,” as a friend calls it, then I want to share 
some things that have greatly helped me in my own development. 

Fundamentally, you need to develop a plan to learn more about this area, 
to believe more strongly in it, and to learn to step out, take risks, and see 
God’s Spirit work in and around your life. You must be intentional about this. 
Growth doesn’t happen by osmosis. Dallas Willard says that we should come 
to a point that we expect to see the miraculous outbreak of the Kingdom take 
place as an “ordinary” part of our “extraordinary” Christian lives. 

Should we seek signs and wonders? Yes and no. Our main concern is to 
bring fame and respect to our God by learning to live in and on behalf of 
his Kingdom and to become like Jesus. It is not signs and wonders. How- 
ever, Scripture itself says we should desire earnestly to prophesy (1 Cor. 
14:39), and if we need to hear from God or if someone is sick, we should 
seek to meet the need of the moment as best we can. And if that need seems 
to involve a miracle, then we should wisely and unpresumptuously seek 
to bring God’s supernatural power to bear on the need. Moreover, when 
one is trying to get good at something, one needs to be intentional about 
growth in excellence and effectiveness, and this clearly involves seeking 
certain things as a means to progress. 

Before I offer some specifics, three things must be kept in mind. First, 
never try to make something happen. If you have to crank something up or 
act like God is doing something when it is fairly clear he isn’t, then you are 
feeling a pressure to make things happen that is inauthentic and contrary 
to the nature of God’s Kingdom. 
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Second, be gentle, humble, and patient with yourself and others as you 
grow in the miraculous. Few topics are more divisive than this one, and as 
one grows in power the temptation of pride and arrogance surfaces. It is 
an ugly distortion of the Kingdom for one to look down on others because 
they are not as far along in the Christian life, and nowhere is this more 
prominent than in growth in signs and wonders. At the end of the day, this 
is not about us. It’s about becoming more effective colaborers with God in 
the Great Commission enterprise. 

Third, you cannot create faith by simply trying directly to believe some- 
thing more strongly than you do. If someone offered you money if you 
would believe a pink elephant was standing in front of you, you couldn't 
really believe this even though you might say you did. Beliefs are not sub- 
ject to the direct control of the will, so one cannot simply will to believe 
something and have it happen on the spot. This is why merely exhort- 
ing people to believe things is ineffective. Thankfully, we can change our 
beliefs or their degree of strength indirectly. By study, meditation, risk, 
learning from successes and failures, and in related ways, one can grow 
in faith. The specifics that follow are largely intended to help your faith 
increase in this area of the Christian life. 


Read in This Area of Ministry 


Develop a reading plan in this area with two things in mind. First, gain 
knowledge about hearing from God, praying for the sick, and engaging in 
demonic deliverance. Second, read to grow in faith from the testimonies 
of others as they bear witness to the things they have seen and heard. Be 
thoughtful and hungry as you read. 

Regarding demonization, there is much confusion about this topic 
among Christians. First, the New Testament does not talk in terms of 
“demon possession” or distinguish it from demonic oppression. Scrip- 
ture simply talks about being demonized or having a demon. And while 
demons cannot own or completely control believers, they can inhabit and 
exert considerable influence on them. Second, demons are best thought of 
as rats—they feed on garbage. Thus, if one fails to deal with anger, bitter- 
ness, fear, and the like, one gives the devil greater opportunity to influence 
one’s life. Among other things, this means that dealing with a demon is 
usually not the only thing needed for relief; there is also a need to deal with 
the garbage through therapy, discipleship, and so forth. 
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Some time ago, I was speaking to a group of students at Talbot School 
of Theology on a Tuesday night and, as the meeting ended, I had a sense of 
darkness and oppression in the room. As I closed the meeting, I prayed for 
deliverance for anyone in the room being demonized. The next morning 
during my office hours, a student I'll call Frank came to see me. Unknown 
to me, he had been undergoing immense internal struggles for about six 
weeks, to the point that the Sunday before the meeting, he almost checked 
himself into a psychiatric hospital. He had not slept well in weeks. How- 
ever, when I prayed for deliverance, he felt a dark presence leave him, and 
heat began to pour into his body, starting at his head and moving slowly 
to his feet. He felt completely healed and had slept well for the first time in 
weeks. That was two years ago and the problem never came back. He was 
irreversibly delivered that night. 

Less than thirty minutes after he left, there was a knock on my office 
door, and a student Pll call Fred came in. With no knowledge of Franks’ 
story, he told me that for weeks he had been suffering emotional and inter- 
nal torment, but while I was praying, he felt an evil presence leave his body 
and heat poured into him from his head down to his feet. He testified that 
in all his Christian life, he had never more strongly sensed God’s intimate 
love for him. The torment has never returned to this student either. 

Two books have helped me greatly in this area of ministry. In my view, 
the place to start is with Charles Kraft’s book Defeating Dark Angels.” This 
is the single best source I have read on this topic. Second, I would read 
Clinton Arnold’s Three Crucial Questions about Spiritual Warfare.?® 

Regarding healing and praying for the sick, I suggest three key books. I 
would begin with Jack Deere’s Surprised by the Power of the Spirit because 
it gives a powerful overview of supernatural Kingdom ministry and locates 
healing against that backdrop.’ Two sources that provide the best practi- 
cal advice on learning to pray effectively for the sick are John Wimber’s 
Power Healing and Francis MacNutt’s Healing.*° 

Last week, my wife and I attended a small group fellowship that is part 
of our church. We talked at length with a dear twenty-year-old named 
Mindy. She works in a Christian clothing store called “C28” at Main Place 
Mall in Santa Ana, California. Part of her job description is to offer prayer 
to shoppers. A few months ago, a woman entered the store, and Mindy 
sensed a burning need to pray for her; but when she offered to do so, the 
woman said that she wasn’t interested. About ten minutes later, while 
Mindy was at the cash register totaling up the woman's bill, the Lord spoke 
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to Mindy and told her that the woman was seriously ill and she was to pray 
for her. So Mindy asked the woman if she had a serious illness, and the 
woman began to weep and told her that she had a serious form of cancer; 
while she had recently started chemotherapy, the doctor’s told her that 
there was only a slight chance the therapy would work. 

In response to the woman’s change of heart, Mindy laid hands on her 
and prayed for healing. Two weeks later, the woman returned to the store 
looking for Mindy. She had brought her entire family with her. The week 
after receiving prayer, the woman’s doctor performed a scheduled test on 
her, and to his amazement he found that the cancer was completely gone! 
The woman had been healed, and she had brought her entire family to the 
store for Mindy to pray for them. 

When you pray for the sick, your goal is to love and bless that person and 
leave the results to God. Still, I want to see an atmosphere of appropriate 
expectation created in our churches so that folks like Mindy have the cour- 
age to step out and pray for the sick with growing confidence and skill. 

Regarding learning to hear God’s voice, I suggest two books: Dallas 
Willard’s Hearing God and Jack Deere’s Surprised by the Voice of God. I 
could tell many stories of my own experience of guidance, words of knowl- 
edge, and the prophetic, but I will leave that for another time. Mindy’s 
story nicely illustrates the role of guidance in supernatural ministry. 

At this point I should say a word about assessing the credibility of mir- 
acle stories. In the fall of 2004 I debated Eddie Tabash on Lee Strobel’s 
Faith under Fire, aired on PAX television. The topic was “Is the Supernatu- 
ral Real?” and during the dialog, Tabash, an influential humanist and a 
prominent California attorney, asserted that there was no scientific evi- 
dence for miracles and that unless such were forthcoming, no one should 
believe in such things. 

Limiting our focus to assessing the credibility of contemporary mir- 
acles, I have two things to say. First, it is simply not true that there is no 
medical evidence for miracles, so Tabash’s claim is mistaken.** But sec- 
ond and more importantly, this standard of evidence is too high to guide 
the belief selection of a rational person because it would justify reject- 
ing beliefs that have enough rational support to make them intellectually 
obligatory to believe. Tabash’s remark was curious in light of the fact that 
he is a lawyer. The practice of law would be distorted beyond all recogni- 
tion if courts followed Tabash’s advice. While scientific information is one 
source of evidence, court decisions are rightly reached all the time without 
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it. Specifically, juries regularly make the right decision on the basis of eye- 
witness testimony without the presence of scientific evidence, and while 
they might be wrong (and “scientific evidence” can go wrong, too), such 
testimony is an appropriate rational basis for belief. 

In my experience, when people are healed, folks related to the event 
usually don’t take the time to gather scientific evidence for the healing 
even though it is available. By way of application, if there is credible eye- 
witness testimony for an event, including a miracle, then, all things being 
equal, one ought to believe the event even if there is no “medical proof.” 
And there is widespread credible evidence for miracles today, which is what 
you would expect if they were taking place in the lives of busy people who 
were not interested in medical documentation.’ If you adopt Tabash’s 
standard of evidence, you will miss the opportunity to believe a number 
of rationally justified truths that can transform your life. 


Three Other Ideas 


Besides reading, there are at least three other ways to grow in this area. 
First, find credible people in your area who have moved in these things and 
invite them to your church or small group to teach and share about these 
matters. All churches are not created equal in this area, and we should 
learn from those more at home in the miraculous than our own Christian 
circle. You may not agree with all that is said, but you can still learn from 
others in your area. Ask lots of questions and be honest with your doubts 
or needs. 

Second, start providing opportunities for people in your small group 
or church to share their own experiences of answers to prayer or other 
miracles. You would probably be shocked at how many people in your 
church have seen but are either reluctant to share or are not given natural 
occasions to do so. Such sharing can be an incredible faith builder. 

Finally, make growth in the miraculous one component of the mission- 
ary aspect of your church. When you or someone else goes on a mission 
trip, part of their assignment should be to gather credible reports of what 
God is doing miraculously in other parts of the world. If a missionary 
returns on furlough, ask him or her questions about miracles in his region 
of the world. We should take advantage of what God is doing around the 
world in strengthening our faith in God’s miraculous power and in gain- 
ing knowledge of how our brothers and sisters in other places are engaging 
in Kingdom works of this sort. 
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I close this chapter with a final word of perspective about supernatu- 
ral ministry. In the last three chapters I have been at pains to develop 
three aspects of what I call the Kingdom Triangle — three legs that, given 
the current status of American Evangelicalism, we must put in place to 
provide a balanced, healthy way forward: recovery of knowledge and the 
Christian mind, renovation of the heart and spiritual formation, and res- 
toration of miraculous power. All three are crucial if we are to meet the 
needs surfaced by the crisis of our age. 

However, there is one aspect of the restoration of miraculous power 
that I want to plant in the center of your attention. The Vineyard is a rap- 
idly growing movement of Third Wave churches established in the early 
1980s by John Wimber. A few years ago Dallas Willard gave an admonition 
to the Vineyard movement that I believe applies to the entire Evangelical 
church: 


You must ensure that Vineyard churches maintain the visible signs 
of the Holy Spirit and the kingdom of God, or else Vineyard churches 
will never maintain the faith for discipleship or evangelism or any- 
thing else. ... I go to churches all the time where the people’s hunger for 
piety is enormously high, but they live in constant frustration because 
they don’t have the accompanying faith that God really could change 
who they are— because they never see signs of God doing things. If 
you want your pastors to have the faith for evangelism, if you want 
them to have the faith for changed lives, you have to maintain the vis- 
ible signs of the Holy Spirit.** 
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QUESTIONS FOR PERSONAL REFLECTION OR 
Group DISCUSSION 


. Michael Green observes the early church’s emphasis on the power of 


the Spirit in its mission (page 172). What stands out to you in his com- 
ments? Are you generally quick to dismiss the possibility of healing, 
demonic deliverance, miracles, and prophetic words of knowledge and 
wisdom? If so, why? What motivates this dismissal? How can you grow 
in overcoming a fear of risk or failure in learning to practice being 
more naturally supernatural? 


. Three important lines of New Testament evidence support miracu- 


lous ministry: the gospel and the Kingdom of God, Jesus’ ministry as 
dependent on the person and work of the Holy Spirit, and the aban- 
donment of cessationism (pages 173-177). Were you familiar with 
these reasons prior to reading them in this book? If not, how have your 
own beliefs grown? 


. How does the author define the “Kingdom of God” (page 173)? In what 


sense does the New Testament concept of the Kingdom bring to center 
stage the supernatural power of God over disease, death, and the king- 
dom of darkness? Did Jesus’ miracles prove that he was God because 
he did them from his nature? Or did Jesus exercise the full capacity of 
his public ministry because he, the perfect man, did what he saw his 
Father doing in dependence on the filling of the Holy Spirit? 


. Would you characterize yourself as a cessationist? If so, why? Do you 


tend to view God as transcendent rather than immanent in his activ- 
ity? If someone claims to “experience God,” does this make you suspi- 
cious? What do you think are the merits or demerits of Daniel Wallace 
and M. James Sawyer’s “pneumatic Christianity”? Do you agree with 
their judgment that traditional cessationism is “reductionistic and 


reactionary” and is “too often rooted in a desire to be in control”? 


. Regarding the four groups in the Christian community (cessationist, 


open but cautious, Third Wave, and Pentecostal/charismatic, did you 
know that there were these positions related to whether “miraculous gifts 
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are for today”? Which of the four do you presently agree with? Is this the 
same position of your local church? How has your experience with God 
and/or the church affected why you believe what you believe now? 


. The author makes some important comments both to cessationists 
and to Pentecostals/charismatics (pages 180-182). 


a. What stands out to you in the comments to cessationists? Do they 
ring true? How do they help you assess the strengths and weak- 
nesses of cessationism? How would Jesus or the apostles react to 
this position? 


b. The Pentecostal/charismatic end of the spectrum have a tendency 
to be anti-intellectual and addicted to seeking experiences of the 
prophetic and power encounters as a substitute for the day-in and 
day-out processes of faith discipleship and spiritual formation. 
Do these comments ring true? How do they help you assess the 
strengths and weaknesses of Pentecostals/charismatics? How would 
Jesus or the apostles react to this position? 


. The author encourages us to get good at becoming “naturally super- 
natural” by being intentional about our growth (pages 182-183). 
What three things must you keep in mind? How can you have a sense 
of ease as you grow in awareness and activity of the miraculous? 


a. If you are in a Third Wave or a Pentecostal/charismatic church, do 
you feel as if you need to somehow supernaturally perform for God 
or for others in order to be validated? Why is that unhealthy to your 
growth? 


b. If you are in a cessationist or an open but cautious church, do you 
feel as if you cannot be yourself when seeking God’s presence and 
power in your life? How might you grow (and encourage others 
around you) to just be yourself, naturally supernatural? 


. How does the author clarify the discussion of demonization among Chris- 
tians? Recall the stories of the Talbot students delivered from a demonic 
presence. How do you respond to such stories? Do you think something 
supernatural happened when the author prayed for deliverance? 
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When praying for the sick, the author encourages that our goal is to 
love and bless people and leave the results to God (pages 184-185). 
Does this perspective make you feel less pressure or awkwardness to 
pray for the sick? What is the single, greatest obstacle you experience 
when attempting to simply open up yourself to give healing prayers for 
the sick? 


. How does the author respond to the claim that “there is no scien- 


tific evidence for miracles, and unless such were forthcoming, no one 
should believe in such things” (pages 185~186)? What can you learn 
by the manner in which the author responds to this claim? 


When you hear of miraculous happenings, do you get a sense of the 
missional heart of God around the world and at home? How does this 
impact what you pray for and the manner in which you pray? How is 
being missionally minded intimately related to our expectations for 
God to show up, to demonstrate his power and presence in our midst, 
and to make his name famous? 


CONCLUSION 


CONFRONTING THE CRISIS OF OUR AGE 


e began our journey with the story of Helen Roseveare, the medical 

missionary in Zaire, Africa, and the miracle of the hot water bottle. 
I begin our final moments together with another story. Consider this stun- 
ning answer to prayer that comes, in his own words, from a well-known 
and highly respected Christian doctor whom I know well: 


Our daughter, Ashley, who was probably about ten years old at the 
time, had two parakeets. One of them had just died. She told her 
mother that she wanted to get another one so that she would have a 
couple again. Mother, however, had had enough pets for the time being 
and told Ashley that we weren't going to get another parakeet at this 
time. Ashley, however, had a mind of her own. She said that she was 
going to pray to God for another parakeet, which she did. The next 
day, Ashley was playing outside with her friends when one of the kids 
saw that there was a bird in the tree. They all knew that Ashley had 
just lost her pet. It was a parakeet, the same color as the one she had 
just lost! (To this point, no one could remember ever having found a 
parakeet in the neighborhood before — and this occurred just the next 
day.) You can imagine her sense of triumph as she brought the bird 
home and announced that God had answered her prayer. 


The doctor went on to share the sense of shock he and his wife experi- 
enced as Ashley brought a duplicate of her lost parakeet into the house the 
next day on her finger! Stop and think about this for a moment. How in 
the world would a naturalist or postmodern relativist explain this? I have 
no idea what it would mean to say that this incident was the doctor’s truth 
but not something true for everyone. The event actually happened, period. 
Moreover, it stretches all credulity to say it was just a lucky coincidence. 
When was the last time you saw a parakeet flying around in your backyard, 
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one that looked exactly like your deceased pet, one that came the very next 
day after your pet died, one that came the very next day after a family 
member specifically asked God for a new parakeet, and one that allowed a 
little girl to capture and bring it into the house! 

The worldview that allows for and explains— no, expects—things like 
this is the only worldview thick enough to make sense out of the human 
search for drama and meaning to life. And that worldview is the one Jesus 
believed, preached, demonstrated, and brought. It is the vision of human 
life caught up in that divine conspiracy constituted by the progressive 
spread of the Kingdom of God and the gathering of a community under 
and around the Triune Being who stands in the middle of that Kingdom. 

Make no mistake about it, this drama and this Kingdom’s agenda is at 
the center of the meaning of cosmic history and your own individual story. 
Like a grand conductor who calls in the flutes at just the right time, your 
Father has brought you into the Cosmic Symphony at your unique place 
in time and space so you can be a vibrant outpost of the Kingdom in your 
sphere of influence. In short, you are here to be an apprentice of the Lord 
Jesus to learn how to live your life well as part of God’s broader purposes. 
This is your calling, this is your destiny, this is your only chance to have a 
life of genuine, full human flourishing. 

Take heart. The Kingdom is exploding today in a way that has not 
happened in the two thousand years since King Jesus inaugurated its most 
mature form to date. Don’t let the secularization of prime time news cov- 
erage of world events fool you. Aslan is afoot! To take one “small” example 
of this, listen to Jim Rutz describe Kingdom advances among Muslims: 


The whole [Islamic] religion is heading towards collapse.... Since 
1997, by our count, 522,000 Bangladeshi Muslims have turned to Isa, 
the No. 2 Islamic prophet we know as Jesus. This is often a difficult step 
to take in a highly repressive Muslim culture. Currently, about 10,000 
a month in Bangladesh are becoming Christians. That doesn’t sound 
like a lot in a nation of 144 million, but it’s a rising number, multiplying 
geometrically. Also: Just in the last year, 50,000 Pakistani Muslims have 
recognized Isa as Lord and become His followers. ... If you lack a refer- 
ence point for these numbers, consider that until now, three or four 
Muslim converts a year was par for the course for most missionaries.! 


The drama of the struggle of the Kingdom of God and the kingdom 
of Satan, the deeply meaningful call to get good at life as an apprentice 
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of Jesus in his Kingdom, and the vision of locating one’s individual gifts, 
circumstances of life, and resources toward advancing that Kingdom 
throughout every sphere of culture is exactly what people are hungering 
for even if they don’t know it. I have shown how the combined world- 
views of naturalism and postmodernism fail to provide the resources for 
embracing a thick worldview that is true and can be a source of knowledge 
apt for a life of human flourishing. 

However, irrespective of whether or not these worldviews can make 
sense of the deep-seated hunger for meaning in life and objective human 
flourishing, this is, in fact, our Father’s world. People were made for hap- 
piness understood in the classic sense of living a flourishing life of wisdom 
and virtue the way we were made to live. This is why the most popular 
class at Harvard is one that focuses on the pursuit of happiness.” 

But secular approaches to life simply cannot provide what is needed 
to make sense of this hunger, much less offer a satisfying solution to it. 
In fact, a secular approach to life may not even be able to make sense out 
of the notion of happiness itself. This is the conclusion of philosopher 
Nicholas White in his book A Brief History of Happiness, a book that is 
arguably the most authoritative treatment of the secular notion of happi- 
ness to date.? White writes: 


The various aims—and enjoyments, desires, judgments about 
what’s worthwhile, etc. —all of which the notion of happiness is taken 
to include, seem often to conflict with each other. ... Accordingly there 
might be no non-arbitrary way of constructing a coherent concept of 
them. The concept of happiness may simply be the expression of a firm 
but unrealizable hope for some kind of coherence of aims.* 


White concludes: 


For the most part, we build up a conception of what happiness 
would be out of the aims we have [presumably, not Hitler’s aims]. But 
we never have or try for a completely and consistently articulated con- 
cept of happiness, or even suppose that there might be such a thing.... 
If that’s right, then in an important sense the history of the concept of 
happiness has been a search for something that’s unobtainable.° 


White makes no serious attempt to include in his study a Christian 
conception of happiness and, inexcusably, there is no reference to, much 
less interaction with, Jesus’ teaching on the matter. As a result, Whité 1S 
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correct about what secularism can offer regarding happiness—there is no 
coherent conception of it because there is no reason to think a harmony of 
the various components of happiness can be woven together. 

As we saw in chapter 3, without (especially Christian) monotheism, 
our uni-versities have degenerated into plural-versities. And whether or 
not he knows it, White is saying the same thing about our individual lives: 
Happiness requires a unified life that consistently moves towards its unify- 
ing telos (end or purpose) in God, and neither naturalism nor postmod- 
ernism can provide any sense out of such a unified life. And with a unified 
life gone, a coherent notion of happiness goes with it. This is why liberal 
secularists devote themselves to socialist, collectivist political activism, 
hoping that such will provide the unifying telos needed for their own hap- 
piness. But such an attempt is like raising funds to support the orchestra as 
the Titanic sinks. In such a context, sooner or later it will be every person 
for himself or herself, and the orchestra will be set aside as each one fights 
to get on a lifeboat. Social anarchy is the inevitable outcome of a secular 
collectivism that tries to fill the void left by the death of God. 

The more obvious route to take when hope is lost for a coherent and 
reachable notion of objective happiness is individual pleasure. But this 
won't work either. In a widely published editorial, University of Colorado 
professor Paul Campos reports on the findings of several studies about 
happiness and American life.° 


Americans today are on average twice as rich, and far healthier, 
more youthful and safer than our predecessors were a half century 
ago.... In other words, what is conventionally thought of as the Ameri- 
can dream—that you will be better off than your parents, and that 
your children will in turn be better off than yourself— seems to keep 
coming true. There’s just one little problem with this rosy scenario... 
all this “progress” doesn’t seem to have made Americans any happier. 


Campos concludes that American life is organized around a completely 
false principle— that ever-increasing levels of wealth, health, and liberty 
will produce ever-increasing levels of happiness. What people really need 
instead, he notes, is to acquire meaning in life. Indeed. But how could 
there be such a thing, where does it come from, and why think we can find 
it? Campos never tells us. Such is the tragedy of our secular cul-de-sac. 

Similarly, columnist George F. Will recently wrote of social science 
research that shows that political conservatives are typically happier than 
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liberals.’ Why? Will’s answer is that conservatives are more pessimistic 
about human life than are liberals, they are usually right about the course of 
human events, and thus they are happy to be wrong. Moreover, conservatives 
reject statism (a commitment to the state as the supreme absolute) and a 
victim mentality, preferring to take responsibility for their own happiness. 
Among other things, Will concludes, this allows them to enjoy the fruits of 
their labor without guilt. 

George Will is one of my favorite commentators, but I have to part 
company with what I believe is his uncharacteristically shallow analysis 
of the situation. What escapes his notice is that survey after survey proves 
that political conservatives tend strongly to be more religious and tend to 
get their meaning in life from a transcendent God and his commands, far 
more than do political liberals, who tend more toward secularism. 

Dear fellow sojourner in the Way of Jesus, these are unprecedented 
times for the church to fill the huge void in our culture that has resulted 
from decades of secularization. We actually have “the way, and the truth, 
and the life” (John 14:6). There is, however, a problem. Pollster George 
Barna warns that there is a growing sense of boredom with playing church, 
with the encrusted practices of the traditional church whose only ratio- 
nale is that they are the way we have always done church. Eight out of ten 
believers do not sense they have entered into the presence of God during 
a typical worship service. Half of all believers do not believe they have 
entered into God’s presence or connected with him in an intimate way 
during the past year. Only 9 percent of Christian adults have a biblical 
worldview. Fewer than one out of every six hundred churched believers 
has a relationship with another believer through which spiritual account- 
ability is provided.® 

I am neither a social scientist nor the son of one, so I cannot vouch 
for Barna’s research. But it does fit my own experience of contemporary 
church practice, and Barna is, after all, a highly respected researcher. But 
Barna’s basic point is not bad news. It’s really hopeful: There is a growing 
hunger among believers (and nonbelievers) to have intimate worship, to 
have an authentic relationship with the Triune God, to be a real disciple, 
and to experience community the way the New Testament describes it. 

I believe Barna is right and, in fact, I have offered a worldview analysis 
of why this hunger is growing as a result of the emergence of naturalism 
and postmodernism in place of a Christian worldview. These alternatives 
are not sufficient, and more and more people hunger for what Christianity 
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offers whether they know it at the moment or not. The time is right for us 
to shine. And while Barna offers good advice for where to go from here, 
I believe that the Kingdom Triangle must be at the very heart of the new 
revolutionary movement gaining momentum day by day. This Triangle 
must become part of your day-to-day life, and the structures of the local 
church must find new ways to integrate them into its strategy to produce 
revolutionary individuals and communities that have not bowed the knee 
to the secular Baals all around us. 

In this book I have been at pains to show that this Triangle— namely, 


e the development of the life of the mind, learning what and why one 
believes, acquiring a thoughtful Christian worldview 

e the cultivation of an inner life, developing emotional intimacy with 
God, engaging in classic spiritual formation practices, absorbing the 
great formative literature in the history of the church 

e learning to live in and use the Spirits power and the authority of 
the Kingdom of God, developing a supernatural lifestyle, receiving 
answers to prayer, learning to effectively pray for healing and demonic 
deliverance, growing in hearing God’s voice through impressions, 
prophetic words of knowledge and wisdom, dreams and visions— 


is central to Jesus’ ministry in the Gospels, in Acts, and in the first four cen- 
turies of the church. I refuse to believe it has to be an either/or. Why can’t 
one be intellectually careful, emotionally together, and comfortable with a 
life of intimacy with God and a vibrant inner life, and one who is learning to 
be naturally supernatural? This threefold cord is the way forward, and I pray 
for a revolution in which an increasing number of individuals and Christian 
communities and churches corporately will be aggressive in developing all 
three aspects of holistic discipleship. 

Over the last several years, whatever reputation I have acquired has 
been associated with scholarship and the life of the Christian mind. So 
my emphasis on the first leg of the Triangle will come as no surprise. The 
second leg (the inner life and spiritual formation) should not be much 
of a stretch either. Admittedly, it is too often the case that visible Chris- 
tian scholars live in their heads too much and give little evidence of being 
concerned to develop emotionally or to get their interior castle in order. 
Still, I suspect that you, my reader, will not take the first two legs of the 
Triangle as hard pills to swallow. It is the third leg that may come as a 
shock to many of my readers. So let me close with a final word about the 
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supernatural power of the Kingdom and contemporary miraculous mani- 
festations of the Spirit’s power. 

Unfortunately, many believers are suspicious, even downright skeptical 
of such things. In fact, many would refrain from labeling something as a 
supernatural manifestation of God, an angel, or a demon even if they saw 
it with their own eyes. As a result, their faith may easily degenerate into 
a mild form of mental assent coupled with repeated attempts to be more 
committed. But raw, brute exercises of will to be more committed seldom 
do much for folks, unless they are combined with a growing confidence 
and trust in God and his Word. By themselves, such acts seldom last long, 
and when they taper off, guilt and shame arise and people go into hiding 
to protect themselves from being “exposed” for what they really (do not) 
believe. What’s worse, when a believer sees a miracle, he or she is afraid of 
sharing it because they don’t want to appear weird or gullible. 

Let me ask you a question. Did the authentic stories of God’s super- 
natural activity shared in this book encourage your faith in and love for 
God? I am certain they did. Whenever I hear of an answer to prayer, a 
miraculous healing, or some other supernatural act of God, it increases 
my faith and draws me into deeper intimacy with a loving Father who acts 
on behalf of his children. It is a wonderful thing to testify to and hear of 
God’s actions on behalf of his people and for the honor of his name. We 
need to get over our fear of appearing gullible or weird. After all, we are 
supernaturalists; we believe in a living God who is always on the go. We 
need to provide opportunities for credible testimonials to be given to each 
other on a regular basis, because they strengthen people’s confidence in 
God and his Word. 

Still, many remain skeptical and hesitant. There are many reasons for 
this skepticism, but here are two main ones.’ 

1. We have a stereotype that people involved in these things are weird, 
uneducated, and in extreme cases, frauds. I empathize with this concern, 
but if you are not careful, adherence to it can throw the proverbial baby out 
with the bathwater. The result will be a missed opportunity to strengthen 
your faith. I offer these two points for you to ponder. 

First, God sometimes asks his children to do some pretty weird things: 
Joshua and his band to walk around Jericho, Isaiah to go naked for three 
years, Hosea to marry a practicing prostitute. We must be careful in 
labeling something weird. This caution is especially important for type 
A people who like to control things. Of course, weirdness for weirdness’ 
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sake is wrong. And while we must always approach things with wisdom 
and discernment, this admission must not become an excuse to become 
a naysayer. We should adopt a spirit of wise, gracious, seeking hunger for 
God and his glory. 

Second, I admit that there is truth to the stereotype and, indeed, many 
of the things done in the name of the Spirit are just plain wrong, stu- 
pid, and distracting. In some cases, they are fraudulent. But one does not 
determine the proper use of the real thing (e.g., how to use real money) 
by focusing on the abuse of a counterfeit. Proper caution is not the same 
thing as unbelief or a stiff-necked legalistic form of contro] that is afraid 
of risking. 

2. We have a fear of risking and looking foolish if we pray for the sick and 
nothing happens. A major purpose for hearing and giving testimony to 
God’s acts on our behalf is that such testimony builds faith so that people 
have more confidence to step out and trust God in new ways. This always 
involves some sort of risk. But ask yourself this question: Would you rather 
play it safe and never see much happen in the spiritual realm, or would 
you rather step out, take some faith risks, “fail” from time to time, see 
God “not show up” as you had hoped, but still see genuine faith, inducing 
answers to prayer and other miracles? 

I have opted for the latter alternative. I would rather pray for two hun- 
dred sick people and see five healed than pray for ten and see nothing hap- 
pen. In fact, this is exactly what I have done. For two years I have devoted 
more time to praying for the sick than ever before in my Christian life. 
Months ago, I was speaking at a conference in which a young lady who 
had a damaged knee received healing prayer. She had been on crutches for 
about a month and walked with a serious limp, and she had not exercised 
for two full months. After receiving prayer, she was completely healed. She 
shed her crutches, began walking normally to this very day, and returned 
the next morning to her daily routine of jogging, all with no pain at all. I 
could share numerous similar stories with you, but I have shared some of 
them earlier in this book and this is probably adequate to make the point. 

Two weeks ago I met with George Otis Jr. George is a missiological, 
anthropological researcher who has traveled to over fifty countries in the 
last several years to document the miraculous movement of God’s King- 
dom and the strategies of the kingdom of darkness.!° I asked what the 
main thing was that all of this research into signs and wonders had done 
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for him. He answered without a moment's hesitation. “My faith,” he said, 
“in the reality of God and his presence in my life have soared.” That was 
already obvious to me. When you are around someone, you get a sense of 
who they are. George’s sense of peace, his obvious tender love and excite- 
ment for the Lord Jesus, and his confidence in God were evident. 

I agree with Otis. Learning to be naturally supernatural as I mean that 
in the present context is not primarily a matter of one’s view of spiritual 
gifts. As I have already said, it is a matter of learning about the presence 
and power of the Kingdom of God, and recovering the implications of 
viewing Jesus’ activities as flowing from his life of dependence on the 
Spirit, doing what he saw the Father doing, and providing a human model 
of what we should be doing. 

If you want to lead a rich, vibrant life during the remainder of your 
years, you must develop and live according to a rational life plan—an 
approach to life that takes into account your values, priorities, use of 
resources, gifting, and calling and which is rationally justifiable to take as 
true. I have argued that the only sensible rational life plan is to enlist as an 
apprentice of the Lord Jesus. There is simply no other game in town that 
comes close to rivaling this approach. 

As you enter more and more deeply into progress in the way of Jesus, 
the Kingdom Triangle must be at the core of your life and (your church’s) 
strategy. The first leg provides a thoughtful sense of truth, knowledge, and 
direction to this approach to life; the second leg gives passion to the journey 
and allows one to lay aside baggage that gets in the way; the third leg pro- 
vides the faith and confidence to risk more and more for God and expect 
him to actually be a coworker in the only sensible life plan available. 

This is what our culture needs. This is what you have to give. This is the 
thick drama for which you long. Don’t waste your life being preoccupied 
with things that don’t really matter. Join me in the revolution. This is your 
opportunity. Seize it and rejoice in it. 


POSTSCRIPT 


MAKING NEw FRIENDS 


In the pages that follow, I have provided you with a solid and, I hope, 
helpful bibliography. But I want to do more than that. My passion in writ- 
ing this book is to foment a revolution in how we do church and how we 
conceive of our presence in the world as Jesus apprentices and representa- 
tives. If my reflections have been of value to you, then I am deeply encour- 
aged. If you have grasped the nature and importance of this revolution, 
then you also recognize that you cannot rest content with having read a 
helpful book. You need to become an activist to spread this revolution as 
effectively and earnestly as you can. 

Part of your activism must be the dedication of your time to read 
more about these matters so you can live more effectively according to 
the revolution’s values and be more informed in spreading these ideas to 
others. I hope you will encourage others to read this book and engage in 
the discussion, debate, and application of these ideas. I also want to give 
you my take on where I would go from here if you want to read further. A 
good book is like a good friend — you should treasure it and spend regular 
time together. With that in mind, let me introduce you to a select group of 
friends I would get to know if I were in your shoes. 

Nancy Pearcey’s Total Truth (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2004) is the book 
to read for further analysis of the issues presented in chapters 1 to 3. My 
book with Klaus Issler (The Lost Virtue of Happiness [Colorado Springs, 
CO: NavPress, 2006]) provides further analysis of some of the key shifts 
mentioned in chapter 4; more importantly, it offers a personal strategy for 
learning to march to a different drummer than the one leading the march 
toward secularism. 

Regarding the Kingdom Triangle, if I had to pick one book to encourage 
and equip believers to recapture knowledge and the life of the mind, it would 
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be Lee Strobel’s The Case for Christ (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998). Simi- 
larly, my first choice for additional insight on spiritual formation is Dallas 
Willard’s Renovation of the Heart (Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, 2002). 
For books that provide a thoughtful, balanced treatment of Kingdom power 
that is must reading for all sides of this dispute, two books are crucial: Rich 
Nathan and Ken Wilson, Empowered Evangelicals (Ann Arbor, MI: Servant, 
1995), and Sam Storms, Convergence: Spiritual Journeys of a Charismatic 
Calvinist (Kansas City, MO: Enjoying God Ministries, 2005). Finally, for 
learning to make progress in Kingdom power, you can’t do better than Jack 
Deere’s two books with Zondervan entitled Surprised by the Power of the 
Spirit (1993) and Surprised by the Voice of God (1996). 

If you forced me to narrow this list to four, I would select Willard, the 
book by Nathan and Wilson, and the two by Deere. If you were going to 
read only one book, then I would recommend Willard’s. 


A SELECTIVELY ANNOTATED 
BIBLIOGRAPHY 


Some of these sources are drawn from the endnotes and some of these 
sources are supplemental to those already identified in the notes. All 
sources are alphabetized and organized according to the chapter in which 
they appear and classified in association with their level of readership. 
The “beginner” level is intended for anyone with at least a high school 
background. “Intermediate” is intended for both high school and under- 
graduate readers. “Advanced” is intended for individuals in graduate or 
postgraduate work. 


CHAPTER 1: THE HUNGER FOR DRAMA 
IN A THIN WoRLD 
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Pearcey, Nancy. Total Truth: Liberating Christianity from Its Cultural Captivity. 
Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2004. Awarded a Gold Medallion award, this is a 
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Shalit, Wendy. A Return to Modesty: Discovering the Lost Virtue. New York: Free 
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Shapiro, Ben. Porn Generation: How Social Liberalism Is Corrupting Our Future. 
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Sire, James. The Universe Next Door: A Basic Worldview Catalog. 4th ed. pown- 
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in Francis Beckwith, ed., Do the Right Thing [Boston: Jones & Bartlett, 1996], 
239-46; David K. Clark and Robert V. Rakestraw, eds., Readings in Christian 
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